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Abstract
Stories do not appear out of nowhere. Every story is \ryoven from preexisting threads

of

inspiration: history, mythology, tales that have already been told by another. Each of the four
stories in this thesis engages in dialogue with an older narrative:

"A Fistful of Letters to Change

o'Three
Feasts"
the World" focuses on the development of the printing press in Western Europe;

tells the Greek myth of Erysichthon from the perspective of Erysichthon's daughter, Mestra;
"Evening Faces" is a modern critique of the patriarchal society portrayed in the l lth-century
Japanese novel The Tale of Genji; and "Hoshiko" is inspired by the cat demons of Japanese

folklore. These reinterpretations aim to show the malleable nature of storytelling by focusing on
different themes than their source material, with particular emphasis on female agency and
power.
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Preface

When I was growing up, my favorite novel was The Neverending Storyby Michael Ende.

In the first chapter, Bastian Bathazar Bux steals the titular book when he is seized by the
desire to possess a story that never

ends-the "book of all books,"

desires the book because he believes that

as he puts

it. He

it offers the opportunity for eternal escape into

the magical land of Fantasia, where he can follow the story of Atreyu and Falkor without
ever needing to turn the last page.

But Bastian is important to Fantasia not only because he is a reader, but because
he is a storyteller. During the second half of the novel, he wanders through Fantasia

spreading stories as he goes, and the land flourishes in response. I empathized with
Bastian the storyteller as much as I empathized with Bastian the reader. Like him, I
always had stories running through my head on a near constant loop. I don't remember
when exactly I began to write them down. I know it was at some point in elementary
school, because I still have fragments in drafts, mostly written in my large, loopy cursive:
glimpses of fairies living under the frozen ponds in westem Wisconsin, elves wandering
through mythic landscapes reminiscent of Middle Earth, my pet gerbils chattering to each
other as they passed the time in their cage.

But the truth is, none of those stories ever went anywhere. And the notebooks full
of half-developed ideas I carried around in high school and college never went anywhere,
either. I wasn't a serious writer, not really. I knew that I liked the visceral experience

of

laying words on paper-I'm a devoted fountain pen user, and I love the sensation of a
smooth, wet nib gliding over paper-but my stories had the tendency to run dry at a

I

certain point, like a stream that overflows its banks during the spring thaw and is reduced

to nothing more than a trickle by summer. The ideas swirled through my brain at afairly
constant rate, but I never brought any ofthem to fruition.

My career provided the spark I needed to find my voice as a writer. I spend my
days working as a rare book librarian, and one of my favorite aspects of the j ob is that

it

gives me easy access to primary sources all I have to do is walk outside of my office,
and

I can pull books that

are hundreds of years old

off the shelf. Flipping through them is

a delight. There's always something strange lurking in their pages,

like an index entry for

"doves free from adulterie" or a woodcut depicting a man sitting still with a beatific smile
on his face as a richly dressed surgeon saws through his leg. And while professional
historians might see those as a window into the past, a means to understand how people
and lived and what intellectual and social forces shaped the world at a given moment in

time, I looked at them and saw stories waiting to be told, not just in the sense of "bringing
history to life," but in using them to create entirely

It wasn't only the contents of the books that drew me; it was the books
themselves. There were more stories lurking within the actual construction of the book, in
the vellum bindings, the hand-drawn manicules pointing at passages some long-dead
reader thought were particularly important; the inscriptions written on title pages saying

that "this book was given to me by Mary Coake" or the occasional irreverent doodles that

would never be tolerated by modern reader, but that provide insight into the bored minds
of yesteryear. The study of the book as a physical object has become increasingly
prominent in the field of history over the past decade or so, but I think it's also time that
the stories inherent in books become part of the fictional landscape, as well.
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I finally decided to take my writing seriously about two years after I began
working as a rare book librarian. At that point I was going through something of a
quarter-to-third-life

crisis-I

was settled in my job, the city of St. Louis was no longer

new to me, and my mind grew restless, searching around for the next challenge. I still
kept my notebooks and fountain pens with me, faithfully recording any stray bit

of

inspiration that drifted through my brain, and I decided to enroll in a two-week creative

writing seminar offered at the institution I work for. By the end of it, I knew two things:

thatl could actually see a story through to completion,

and that I wanted to push myself

further, see how much I could actually accomplish with my writing. That two-week
institute led to taking semester-long classes, led to the decision to seriously consider
pursuing an MFA, led to Stonecoast.
The short stories I wrote for the summer institute and in those first classes were
deeply rooted in my work as a librarian. I wanted to tell the story of the woman whose
dissected body occupies pride of place in the 16th century frontispiece of Andreas

Vesalius's De Humani Corporis Fabrica, who is usually reduced to nothing more than a
historical footnote in discussion of the history of anatomy; or explore the ethical
dilemmas posed by using an anatomical atlas whose author was an avowed Nazi who
almost assuredly used victims of political terror in his research.
These stories could function as straightforward historical and literary fiction, but

my love of the fantasy genre led me to insert aspects of the uncanny into my writing. The
history of the book and the history of medicine both contain unsettling elements-a lTth
century recipe for the essence of man's brains can cure epilepsy; books bound in human
skin can be either gruesome extensions of corporal punishment or mementos of friends

a

J

and

family-and I wanted to find ways to incorporate

these threads of the strange and

uncanny into my writing.

My interest in print history and my desire to insert traces of magic into the world
come together in the novelette

"A Fistful of Letters to Change the World." On the one

hand, this story is deeply rooted in the real-world development of the printing press in
15th

century Germany. My city of Avensburg is deliberately modeled after German cities

such as Augsburg and Ravensburg, the network of printing establishments echoes the

closely-knit printing communities of Basel and Strasbourg, and I tried to accurately
describe how books were actually printed during the hand-press era (within reason;

I left

the intricacies of early modern book formats out of it). If it weren't for the fanciful place
names, this could almost be a straightforward work of historical fiction.

But for this particular story, I didn't want to simply recount the story of the rise of
the printing press.

I wanted to touch on the connection between printing and power.

Words wield tremendous influence-they are the means by which we form opinions,
develop our understanding, and communicate with others. The development of the

printing press made it possible to disperse those words far and wide. A romantic might
say that printing has a certain kind of metaphorical magic;

I wanted to examine the

question of printing as actual magic. What if a skilled crafts(wo)man could turn their
printed words into reality? Could they use that ability to reach others as a tool to change

their own lives?

"A Fistful of Letters" is a story about the power of the printing

press, but

it is also

a story about women. Women have been involved in the printing industry from the

beginning, working as type correctors, managing shops, and sometimes owned the
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businesses outright. But the names of the most famous printers are all men: Johannes

Gutenberg, Robert Estienne, John Baskerville. I wanted to give women a place in the
story of such a transformational piece of technology, rather than leave them as an
occasional side note.
The result might be considered a blend of magical realism and alternate history.

Stylistically it is most similar to the work of Guy Gavriel Kay, who often uses actual
historical events as a basis for fantasy novels. For example, his Sarantine Mosaic duology
is set in an alternate version of

6th

century Byzantium-called Sarantium-and many

of

his characters are clearly modeled on existing historical figures, such as Emperor
Justinian and Empress Theodora. It is very nearly a work of historical fiction, although in
his alternate reality, ghosts and other supernatural entities are very real. A somewhat
better comparison to my own work might be Cass Morris's Aven Cycle. These works are
set in an alternate history that is clearly based on the Roman Empire, albeit one in which

magical ability is a known fact of life, but her storylines do not cleave to actual history in
the way Kay's do. This approach is closer to the goals I had with "A Fistful of Letters;"
namely, to create a world that has enough of a factual basis to feel familiar, but also has
elements that are

firmly in the realm of the fantastic.

Originality is one of the most prized attributes in any creative venture, but I've
always been fascinated by retellings of older stories. A single story can provide the seed

for

a

myriad of different interpretations, with every author finding different themes to

explore. For example, both Madeline Miller and Pat Barker use the Trojan War as the
basis for their novel s The Song of Achilles and The Silence of the Girls, but they are two

very different stories. Miller focuses on the relationship between Achilles and Patroclus,
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using the relationship between the two to show that even the most legendary heroes feel
very human emotions. Achilles is also one of the pillars in Barker's story, but her point-

of-view character is Bryseis, the Trojan girl given to Achilles as a slave who was later
claimed by Agamemnon. Using Bryseis allows Barker to explore the Trojan war from
many different angles. Gender plays an important role, as does slavery, and even though
both Miller and Barker's Achilles are interesting, Barker's is less sympathetic.
The short story "'l'hree Feasts" is my own take on one of the more obscure Greek
myths. In Greek mythology, King Erysicthon of Thessaly cut down a grove of trees
sacred to the goddess Demeter,

killing a dryad in the process. Demeter then cursed

Erysichthon with a hunger that could never be sated. He eventually resorted to selling his
daughter Mestra in order to feed his appetites. Mestra possessed the ability to shapeshift,
a

gift given to her by the god Poseidon, and she used this to escape and return to her

father, allowing him to sell her over and over again until he finally devoured his own
flesh and killed himself in the process.
The original myth focuses mainly on the consequences of Erysichthon's greed,
but I was more interested in Mestra's story. I wanted to know what made her return to her
father every

time-if

she had the

ability to shapeshift, why not simply leave, and make

her own way in the world? Did she keep coming back out of filial piety, or was it
something else? What did she want? And what happened to her after her father
committed his gruesome suicide? Mestra's ultimate fate is never mentioned in the

original myth, and I wanted to give her the story that she is denied in the ancient sources.
The novelette "Evening Faces" is also an interpretation of an older story, taking
its inspiration from Murasaki Shikibu's 1lth century novel The Tale of Genji.I've been
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fascinated by Genji ever since I read it as an undergraduate, especially the parts of the
story that deal with spirit possession. Hikaru Genji, the protagonist of the novel, is the
consummate courtier-handsome, charming, excellent at writing poetry-and has affairs

with numerous high-ranking noblewomen. But he is also something of

a rake, and he has

no real qualms about carrying on with multiple women at once or moving on from a
paramour once someone else catches his eye. One of thess women, the sophisticated

Rokujo Lady, cannot accept her abandonment, and her frustrations manifest in the form
of a vengeful spirit that attacks and kills the women who supplanted her in Genji's
affections.

This storyline is one of the most interesting ones in the novel, but it's also deeply
frustrating. Genji never really faces any consequences for his actions-he is appropriately
mournful when one of his paramours dies, but he never sees the role his own infidelity
plays in their deaths. In "Evening Faces," I wanted Genji to suffer the consequences

of

his actions and let the women in the story have their own voices, rather than have them
serve as props for Genji's development. Rather than have the spirit possession be a means

for women to attack other women because of the jealousy caused by
I wanted to turn it into

a

patriarchal society,

a weapon that the women could use.

My version of the story takes place in modern Kyoto rather than the Japan of the
Heian court. One reason for doing this is admittedly personal. I've loved Kyoto ever
since

I studied abroad there as an undergraduate, and I wanted to write

a piece set

in a

place that I both know very well and have a deep appreciation for. But more than that, I

think that the questions of gender that are present in The Tale of Genjl are still a concern
in modern Japan. Even if the polygamous society of the Heian court is long gone, women
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still have considerably less freedom than men and are often much more limited in their
career choices.

It is socially acceptable for men to

spend their evenings in hostess clubs

drinking and talking with women who are not their wives, but for the most part, women
are expected to get married and then remain home with the children and raise them.

"Evening Faces" tries to explore the frustrations that these societal constraints can give
rise to. Just like in the original story, those negative feelings leave women open to spirit
possession; but rather than remaining victims, my women tìnd away to turn their
possession back on the source of their discontent: Genji himself.

of

The short story "Hoshiko" also draws on Japanese culture. As a cat lover, one

my favorite spirits in Japanese mythology is the bakeneko: a supernatural cat that can
supposedly take on the characteristics of humans, and
enough time, it

will eventually

if it lives with a human for a long

take over their lives. "Hoshiko" is meant to be a classic

supernatural story about an unfriendly spirit stalking its prey, but like "Evening Faces," it
also tries to hint at certain underlying aspects of modern Japanese society: the loneliness

that can arise from being alone in alarge city, the social isolation that can arise from not

fitting in with

a

particular social group, and how vulnerable those circumstances can

make us.

And what do these four stories ultimately say about me as a writer? I'd like to
think that at the very least, they show a fairly broad range of interests. I've flirted with a
variety of academic disciplines in my life-when I was in elementary school, I wanted to
be an Egyptologist, I majored in Japanese as an undergraduate, and as a graduate student

I focused on early modern European history-and all of these have served

as sources

inspiration for my work. My hope is that this selection illustrates my fascination and
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of

respect for several different subjects: history, mythology, and literature being the most

prominent ones.
They also show my interest in certain themes. The most obvious connection
between these four works is their emphasis on women, especially women struggling to
make their voices heard from positions of disadvantage. Kunigunde wants to use her

skills as a printer in a society where the craft guilds are controlled by men. Mestra wants
to bring prosperity back to her homeland after it's nearly destroyed by her father's greed.

Aoi and Yugao want revenge against the man who lied to and hurt them both. Noriko's
conflict is less overt than the others, but she is frustrated and lonely in an enormous city
and feels a barrier between herself and the women who might possibly be her friends.

Another theme that runs through these stories is a sense that there are unseen
powers atplay within the wider world, such as gods, ghosts, and demons. One of the
themes

I wanted to explore with these elements is the idea that these powers are not

neutral; how they are used depends on who wields them. At the end of "A Fistful

of

Letters," Kunigunde uses her gift with printing to claim agency for herself, but in doing
so she has also caused the death of her husband-arguably not a great loss, but who else

might she be able to strike down? Aoi and Yugao use the spirit of the Rokujo Lady as a
means of taking revenge against a who wronged them, but what

if they decided to keep

summoning her? Should they be able to judge who deserves punishment and who does
not?
The final major theme that runs these stories is that all of them are connected to
the existing literary landscape in some way. Two of them are retellings of stories that are
already an established part of the literary canon, another one takes its cues from legends
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and folk beliefs, and another one is grounded in the actual physical process of printing

text. None of these are what I would consider overtly meta, with the possible exception

of

"A Fistful of Letters," but all of them attempt to engage with story transmission in a
broad sense: how are stories made, how can existing stories be reexamined and
reinterpreted, how can we take simple folktales and expand them into compelling
narratives?
'l'he question of what geffe these stories fäll under is one I admittedly have

difficulty answering. According to the Stonecoast classification system, I write popular
fiction, but what exactly does that mean? What exactly is the rubric that must apply to
determine

if something is genre fiction or literary fiction? All of my stories

have

traditional genre elements, namely the aforesaid gods, ghosts, and demons, but they are
for the most firmly grounded in the primary world, and my characters tend to be fairly
ordinary people. I'm not sure I could say with complete confidence that any of these
stories

fit neatly into

standard conventions of horror or fantasy. I tend to use genre

elements as a seasoning element, rather than making them the main focus of my story.

But the boundaries between literary fiction and genre fiction are becoming
increasingly permeable. David Mitchell's novels Cloud Atlas and The Bone Clocks have
many elements of science fiction, such as dystopian futures, an order of immortals who
must feast on the life force of others in order to prolong their unnatural lifespans, and
aspects of reincarnation and time travel; yet both of these books have been considered

fbr

the Man Booker Prize,one of literary hction's most prestigious awards. Kazuo Ishiguro,

winner of both the Booker and the Nobel Prize in Literature, wrote a novel set in
Arthurian Britain that involves dragons and magic. Ishiguro is known primarily as an
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author of literary fiction, not fantasy , and The Buried Giqnt prompted well-known fantasy
author Ursula K. Le Guin to accuse him of co-opting the fantastic. Genre is useful for
marketing purposes, and for determining where books should be placed in bookstores and

libraries, considerations of what defines certain types of fiction should not influence
authors as they work. Their words should

flow down whatever path inspiration takes

them.

Bastian is the storyteller that The Neverending Sfory follows through its narrative,
and the character

I felt the strongest connection to when I first read the novel. Now,

however, I think that I might be more of a Karl Konrad Koreander. Koreander is the
antiquarian bookseller who owns the copy of The Neverending Story that Bastian steals,
and at the end of the novel we find out that Koreander also joumeyed into Fantasia as a

child and nourished it with his stories. As an adult, I can see myself in him: the storyteller
who never gave up storytelling, and also serves as a keeper of the books in which stories
are kept.

My hope is that my authorial voice reflects my love of both the act of

storytelling and the craft of printing, the two arts that come together to create the books
we read.

l1

A Fistful of Letters to Conquer the World

There was a saying among the citizens of the Southern Palatinate: those who wanted to
sate the hunger of the body should dine at the heavily laden tables of the inns and taverns

in Eldrich, but if one wanted to feed the mind, they should turn their feet toward
Avensburg am Nekker. The university within the city's ancient walls attracted a lively

crowd of poets, mathematicians, theologians, and philosophers, all of whom \¡r'ere more
than willing to engage in debate; but more than that, Avensburg had embraced the new

technology of printing more than almost any other city and had quickly overtaken
Luciarna and even Morganz as a center of book production.
The clergy of the Eight Elders, who presided over all matters of faith from the

Heilturm in Treuer, regarded the new wooden presses with a certain amount of suspicion.
When Jakob Ganzhaut printed his Book of Liturgies fifty years ago, it had been hailed as
arare marvel, but the priests of Sigurd the Smith had found no traces of a Blessing upon

him. No Elder had granted him the divine spark that allowed mortals of rare talent to
elevate their craft into a true art, nor had they shown favor to any of the printers who
sprang up in Ganzhaut's wake. But even

if printing was not

favored by the gods, there was no denying the renown-and

one of the Sacred Professions

wealth-it brought to the

Palatinate, and so the clergy let the printers carry on with their work (mostly)
undisturbed.
The professions catering to the written word were clustered along the Stabgasse, a

narrow cobblestone street nestled between the students' quarters and the district that
housed the goldsmiths and jewelers. There were printers and bookbinders, booksellers
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and paper merchants, some of them even occupying the same premises. The various
merchants and craftsmen preferred to live directly above their workrooms and shops, and

most of the buildings had upper stories that jutted so far out over the street that the 'gasse
existed in a kind of perpetual twilight. It also made it possible for people living on
opposite sides to carry on entire conversations while standing in their respective

domiciles. The result of these close quarters was that everyone knew everyone else's
business, both personal and professional, and everything from late-night shouting
matches to improperly laced tunics were thoroughly dissected and remarked upon.

Over the past few months, the failing fortunes of the Greif Press had become the
preferred topic for the Stabgasse's wagging tongues. Kunigunde'Greif heard the whispers
and saw the sideways glances every time she stepped foot outside of the workshop, but
she had grown up surrounded by the

whirl of perpetual gossip and knew better than to

give anything away for free. Whenever she went on her daily errands, she made sure her
armor was intact: wool dress laced tight, braids pinned up and tucked beneath her linen
head covering, and an expression of bland politeness that never wavered, even when her

husband's curses were loud enough to spill out of the shop's windows and echo down the
street.

"Cur! Dunce! I'd get more use out of you if I mixed your blood into ink and
carved letters out of your boncs!"
Kunigunde tightened her grip on her basket lifted her chin. Smile, she reminded
herself. Smile. A few shop wives and apprentices glanced at her, then bent their heads

toward each other as she passed. Ignore them.

14

Up ahead, Peter Schoeffer stepped outside of Christian Feierabend's bookshop.

Their

gazes met, and she raised a hand

in greeting before he could look away.

"Herr Schoeffer!" Her voice was perhaps
cheer.

a touch too loud,

with too much forced

"A lovely day we're having, isn't it?"
His answering smile was polite, if a bit reserved. When her father was still alive,

the Schoeffers and the Greifs had been fast friends-Schoeffer's shop imported fine
paper from abroad, beautiful cream-colored sheets made from fine linen instead of the
coarse stuff the local mills used, and Friedrich Greif always insisted on buying the

highest quality paper for his workshop. "Listen carefully, Kunigunde," he used to say as
he hung freshly printed pages from the rafters to dry. "Cheap paper is good enough for a

broadside or an almanac, but books of poetry and science require something finer. A
good printer knows that the finished product must be worthy of the author's words."
She'd tried to pass that advice on to her husband, but it had gone unheeded, and the

friendship between printing house and paper merchant had deteriorated just as the
exchange of money dwindled between the two.

"I'd like for it to be a bit warrner, myself," said Schoeffer. He drew his coat a bit
closer around himself, and Kunigunde couldn't help noticing the hint of dark fur lining
the cuffs. Most businesses were still struggling to recover from last year's outbreak

of

plague, but the sickness certainly hadn't cut into åls profits. "But the plum trees in the old
quarter are already in bloom. Ernta must be smiling down on us."

Kunigunde opened her mouth to reply when Hieronymous's voice roiled through
the air.

"I'll

beat you until you scream for Fricka's mercy!"
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Schoeffer's gaze darted away. "Ah, wcll," hc said. "You'll forgivc mc, but I must
be going."

"Of course."

She nodded

politely, smile still fixed in place. She turned to go, then

paused. "But tell me, what sort of stock is on Herr Feierabend's shelves?"

His face turned pink. "Nothing of the sort that Hieronymous prints, no
advertisements or bawdy ballads

s¡-"

"Tell me."
Hc sighcd. "Hc has copics of Andrcas Mcrtorius' ncw translation of Sophicus'
dialogues. They were printed in Luciarna, by Kratander."

Now it was her turn to blush. "I'd like a copy of that myself. Mertorius has always
done fine work. Good day to you." She nodded again and set off, not waiting to hear

if

Schoeffer had anything else to say.

Mertorius! When the philosopher had lived in Avensburg, he'd been a frequent

visitor to the Greifs' cozy living room. Most of his visits were spent debating matters of
religion and philosophy with her parents as they sipped tiny glasses of branntwein, but on
occasion he'd taken the time to teach her the finer points of Ellikian grammar. He'd once
proclaimed Friedrich Greif the finest printer in the Electorate, the only one worthy

of

shepherding his precious manuscripts from written to printed state, yet now the
Kratanders were entrusted with setting the philosopher's thoughts onto pages that would
sail around the world.

Not that she could blame him for seeking out a different press. Damn
Hieronymozs, she thought as she marched toward the printshop, grasping the basket so
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tightly her knuckles turned white. Damn him, damn him, dømn him. She threw her
weight against the heavy oak door to force it open and stepped inside.
The familiar, faintly acrid smell of ink and paper washed over her as her eyes
adjusted to the dim interior. The large angled type case, its dozens of tiny compartments

holding the metal letters necessary to compose a printed page, stood close to the open
windows, where the best light was; and a long wooden worktable, its surface covered

with various pieces of printing detritus, dominated the center of the room. The presses
themselves hunkered in the back, their wooden forms tall and imposing, ready to do the

work of

a hundred scribes. The

ink balls, clusters of horsehair wrapped in leather with

sturdy wooden handles protruding from their centers, stood next to them, and the printed
sheets hanging from the rafters fluttered gently in the breeze that followed her inside.

When Kunigunde was a young girl, the printshop was a boisterous place, full

of

lively banter that flew among the assorted pressmen, compositors, and correctors. But in
the months since her marriage to Hieronymous, it had withered to a shadow of its former

self. They'd been forced to sell two of the four presses, and most of the workers who

hadn't been claimed by the plague left in search of more prosperous enterprises. Now
only Hieronymous himself and his journeyman Siegemund were left, the two of them

working in surly silence punctuated by occasional outbursts of Hieronymous's temper.
The current source of his ire was immediately apparent. An empty printing forme

lay on the floor, pieces of loose type scattered around it. Siegemund knelt in the middle
of the wreckage, cringing as Hieronymous loomed over him

"If you insist on flying into a rage, you could

at least have the sense to do

it

quietly." She strode toward Siegemund and Hieronymous, her heavy wool skirts swishing
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around her ankles, and fixed both men with a glarc. "Thc shouting can be heard from the
street, and the last thing we need is to give people more reason to gossip."

Hieronymous's flushed cheeks were a poor complement to his thatch of red hair.

"I

spent the better of yesterday composing those pages and this

even more florid

(É-this

f66l-"

his face became

mooncalf still can't manage to lock a forme properly." He

slammed ameaty fist into Seigemund's face with a dull thud, and Kunigunde flinched.
"Promised Waldvogel I'd have fifty copies printed by Wednesday, but now all the type
needs to be reset."

Kunigunde walked over to the worktable and cast her eyes over the jumble

of

unassembled formes, mismatched woodcuts, and ink-spattered proof sheets. The corner

of a hand-written manuscript peeked out from under a pile of poorly printed broadsides.
She tugged

it free and scanned

a few lines.

It was just a simple prognostication full of the

usual vague predictions: rising floodwaters and fields of moonflowers, clashing armies
and salvation through piety, the death of one regime and the birth of a new kingdom.

"This is it?"
Hieronymous grunted an affirmative. Siegemund took advantage of the Master's
distraction to scuttle over to a stack of already printed sheets and began putting them in
order, glancing nervously at Hieronymous from the corner of his eye. A drop of blood
hovered at the top of his lip, just waiting to fall, and Kunigunde caught his eye and
scowled at him. The last thing the shop needed was a reputation for selling bloodspattered pages.

"Waldvogel wants it as a pamphlet," said Hieronymous. "Quarto. Would only
take two sheets for each copy. Should've been an easy job, and now
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I have to redo it."

Kunigunde bit back the retort that it should stillbe an easy job. Setting the type

for

a mere

twelve or so pages of text oughtn't to take anywhere near an entire afternoon,

especially when it was written in plain language without any foreign words or elaborate
flourishes. Her father had entrusted her with much more complicated

projects-

mathematics texts, polyglot dictionaries, medical treatises with copious marginalia-and
something like this would take her no more than an hour or two.

Not for the first time, she wished she had the power to reverse the flow of time, to
go back and tell the Kunigunde of seven months ago, No, don't many him, he'll bring

you nothing but ruin. But she'd felt so lost back then, with both of her parents claimed by
the plague, the creditors starting to circle, and guild masters hemming and hawing about
the

propriety of an unmarried twenty-two-year-old woman running the press by herself.

Marriage to Hieronymous Engolff seemed like a reasonable solution. The Engolff family
owned a press inZem, some fifty miles to the southwest, and her father used to say they
produced good work. So she'd thought, Why not? Hieronymous would understand the
business of printing and could help her run the shop, and his presence would

molliff the

guild.
But Hieronymous had proven to be a poor steward for the press. He lacked all of
the skills Friedrich had possessed: the ability to charm authors and publishers alike, a
keen sense of what reading material the public hungered for, and an understanding

of

how to balance ambitious projects with easy jobs that would turn a quick profit. Worst of
all, he was hopelessly stubborn when it came to letting Kunigunde use.her skills in the
workshop. The Avensburg guild allowed the wives and daughters of printers to work as
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compositors and correctors, even if they were still wary of allowing them to hold the title

of Master, but Hieronymous guarded his authority jealously, and everyone suffered for it.
Frustration, hot and choking, flared in Kunigunde's chest. Their creditors were
pecking at them like vultures, waiting for any opportunity to drag them before the
magistrate and demand compensation, and they couldn't afford to let a single job slip
through their fingers. She strode over to the type case, manuscript in hand, and arranged
the pages on top.

"Kunigunde." Flieronymous's voice was an ominous rumble. "What do you think
you're doing?"

"Trying to make sure at least some coin comes through our door. I can have this
type set much faster than you or Siegemund, and you know it." She glanced over her
shoulder at him. "Any printer with good business sense should know how to use his

tools."
Hieronymous glared at her, muddy brown eyes glinting with irritation beneath his

thick eyebrows. Kunigunde glared right back. Siegemund glanced between the two of
them, then hunched his shoulders and went back to sorting the pages with renewed

fervor, doing his best to ignore the tension in the room.
Hieronymous cracked first. He muttered a curse under his breath, stalked over to
one of the presses, and began fiddling with it.

"It

had better be perfect," he growled.

"Not

a single letter out of place."
She bit back the urge to remind him that only three weeks ago, he had managed to

misspell o'wondrous" as "watress" in a broadside that was plastered all over town. She
knew Hieronymous's insecurities lay at the heart of his desire to keep her out of the
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workshop-he'd never studied the ancient languages of Ellikios and Efrais the way
had, and he even struggled to read manuscripts written in the more complex forms

she

of

Hochteutsch. The knowledge that his wife was skilled where he was lacking rankled him

like

a

tiny stone lodged in his boot, driving him to suppress Kunigunde's talents, rather

than make use of them.

But only

aþol

sabotages his profits to feed his pride, thought Kunigunde. And

maybe he's started to realize that, dimwitted though he is.

Enough of that. Think of what needs to be done now.
She read through the manuscript slowly, letting each word sink into her mind,

then grasped the composing stick in her left hand and took a moment to contemplate the
pieces of type. Ever since her father had first allowed her into the workshop, she'd been

fascinated by that array of metal letters, all of them just waiting to be combined into
words. There were so many pieces to choose from: capital letters and their smaller
counterparts; italics, ligatures, and punctuation marks; large ornamentals used to set

off

new sections of the text. There were the bold, spiky letters used for Hochteutsch and the
rounded, elegant typefaces used for Iviciian texts. A skilled compositor didn't need to
hunt for each individual piece, but could pluck them from muscle memory alone, their
eyes fixed on the manuscript as their fingers darted swiftly from case to composing stick
as they formed the lines

of text.

Kunigunde used to have that skill. But it had been months since she'd done this

work, and the first lines went slowly. She had to stop and consider which letter she
wanted to select, constantly remind herself that the text she created was a mirror of what

would appear on the page. And yet, even seven months' absence wasn't enough time for
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her to completely forget a rhythm that had once been second nature. Letter by letter, line

by line, her fingers began to remember their work. They moved faster and faster, sliding
the type pieces onto the stick, then transferring the completed sections to the imposing
stone where they would be locked into a forme for printing.

By the time she reached the end of the second page, she'd nearly fallen into a
trance. Her fingertips were warm, like she'd held them over a candle flame, and if she let
her eyes fall to half-mast and slip out of focus-not long enough to disrupt the flow

of

her work, just a fraction of a second-she could see faint trails of silver luminescence

between her fingers and the type case.
The first time she'd seen the light, she'd been sure it was a Blessing. She rushed

to her father and told her that she had magic, that she needed to go before the priesthood
and let them perform the trials that would prove an Elder had bestowed their favor upon

her. But Friedrich had laughed: kind, good-hearted laughter, but laughter nonetheless.

"Printing is hne work, important work, but there's no magic in it," he'd said. "The Elders
gave their Blessings to the Sacred Professions long before Ganzhaut and the other

craftsmen of Morganz first began experimenting with type." The disappointment must
have been plain on her face, because he pulled her into an embrace.

"Don't fret about

magic," he'd said. "W'e're well enough without it. And so are the chymists, and the
horologists, and all the others who must forge ahead without divine guidance."

How do you know there's no magic in me? she'd wanted to ask. How can you be
so sure,

f you've never felt it? Bvt this was her father, so she bit back the words and

never told anyone about the shimmer again. And even if she did, who would believe her?
Everyone knew printing was a banal profession without even a spark of magic.
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By the time she'd finished setting the first four pages of type, her hands looked
like they'd been dipped in liquid metal. "Siegemund," she called, and the journeyman
looked up. She pointed at the rows of finished type arranged neatly on the worktable, and

trails of brilliance flowed through the air before dissipating like drops of water on hot
metal. "Get these locked and we'll print a proof sheet."
Siegemund nodded and began to assemble the forme without even glancing at her.

He saw nothing out of the ordinary. The light was visible to her eyes alone, a secret
between her and the type. The Heilturm claimed that some people had Blessings so
strong that their light was visible to everyone, not just its wielder, but Kunigunde had

only ever heard of two people with such gifts.

"First sheet's done?" Hieronymous's growl cut through her reverie. "Hold off on
the next one. Need to make sure your work is good."

"You know it is," muttered Kunigunde, low enough that only she could hear it,
but she stepped back and watched as Siegemund finished locking the type in place, nice
and tight so it wouldn't collapse. He glanced sideways at Hieronymous and tapped the

forme gingerly on the table a few times to make sure the tension would hold, the man's
earlier outburst no doubt fresh in the journeyman's mind.
Hieronymous ran his hand over to the type to check that they were all at an equal
height, with no pieces sticking up high enough to ruin the impression. He grunted once,
satisfied. "Fetch a sheet of paper."
There was no need to load the forme and paper into the press itself, not for a proof
sheet. Hieronymous dipped a metal spoon into the container of pitch-black printer's
and poured

it out onto the slate ink stone, then rocked apair of ink balls against the
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ink

smooth surface. Once the ink reached the proper viscosity, he pressed the balls against
the locked type until each piece glistened with black liquid.

"Now," he said, nodding at Siegemund.
Siegemund laid the paper onto the inked forme and Kunigunde helped him press

it down, flattening it

as best they could over the

tiny notches and grooves. They waited

until the count of five, then slowly peeled it away and laid it flat on the worktable.
Without the pressure of the press' giant wooden screw bearing down on the type, the ink
was patchy and the impression wasn't particularly good, but the text was legible enough

for their purposes.
Hieronymous's lips moved as he read the words to himself, checking to see if
Kunigunde had made any effors in the composition. "It's good," he said finally, in
exactly the same tone that he might have said the evening meal was inedible. "You might
as

well do the rest." He picked up the forme and carried it over to one of the presses.

"Siegemund, with me. We'Il start the printing."
There would be no "thank you" from him, not that she'd expected it. She walked
back to the type case and took a moment to stare out of the window. A gentle breeze blew

in through the open window and ruffled the few strands of hair that had managed to
escape her braids. She took a deep breath, flexed her fingers, then picked up the

composing stick once more.

Word by word, line by line, the text began to form.
auL
tt t+

tf

The prognostication sold well. More than well, actually; it became a sensation.

Within

a week,

it was impossible to enter any of Avensburg's alehouses or wine shops
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without coming across a group of men clustered around their cups and whispering about
how the moonflowers were blooming exceptionally early this year, just when Iuvas was
in conjunction with Aventiis, and surely that had to portend something of significance?
This unexpected success was fine news for the shop. They sold their entire print
run within ten days, their creditors received enough coin to make them happy, and
commissions for broadsides, prognostications, and other quick jobs came pouring in. The

upswing in their fortunes put Hieronymous in a fine mood, and his temper receded from a
raging fire to a smoldering ember.

But of course, it couldn't last.
Their last copy of the prognostication had scarcely been sold when Hieronymous
decided to print a second edition. "We'll add pictures," he said, sketching the layout on a
piece of scrap paper.

"I bought

some woodcuts

off Johannes Frobisch

a month

or so ago

that'll do the trick. They've already been used in some other bit of foretelling, but that's
no matter. The same picture of the Autumn King and the Moonflower Lady can be used
dozens of times with different words and no one'll notice."

Kunigunde looked at the sketch and said nothing. She knew, even if Hieronymous

didn't, that

a prognostication

like this shouldn't have sold as well as it had. It was really

nothing special, just another piece of mystical rubbish meant to appeal to those already
inclined to see signs and portents in something as commonplace as a thunderstorm. There
were dozens upon dozens of similar works flying off the presses every week. They'd
even printed some themselves, and none of those had ever been popular enough to merit a
second edition.
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She rubbed her fingertips together. Even when Friedrich, a much finer printer than

Hieronymous, had overseen the press, the works that made the greatest impression were
the ones whose text she'd helped compose. Petrus WolfPs herbal, Theodosius' Geometry,

Wechel's atlas

-those

were among the jewels of the Greif press, the ones that cemented

its reputation, and her fingers had touched their type. And this prognostication, nonsense
though it was, was also a product of her labor..

"I'll

.

set the type," she said.

Hieronymous's eyes narrowed. Siegernund glanced nervously between the two of
them, but just hunched his shoulders and kept on mixing up a fresh batch of ink.

"No need," said Hieronymous.

"It

makes the most sense.

I've already

set

it once, with no mistakes. It will

be

easier for me than you." Anger crept into her words and she took a deep breath, fighting

for calm. "And you know full well that if you just let me compose the texts, you and
Siegemund can work the press together, and it

will

go twice ¿s f¿s{-"

Hieronymous's fist slammed onto the table, crumpling the sketch and scattering a
few loose pens.

"I

said no need.Now get to the market.

She stared at him, her face hot

I want

a beef

pie for supper."

with frustration, then let her breath out in

a hiss.

"Fine." She strode toward the door without looking back. "Send this press into ruin
through your own stupidity. See if I bother helping you again." She didn't wait for a reply
before stepping out onto the street.

If

she tumed right, the Stabgasse would eventually run into the Lehrstrasse and

wend its way to the main square, where the imposing facades of the guildhalls looked
down on the market. Even though the midday hour had already passed, it would still be
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busy, the stalls still stocked with decent cuts of fish and meat and the air full of chatter as
customers and proprietors haggled over the price. She usually liked visiting the market,

with its riot of sights and smells and whirlwind of chatter, but today, she was in no mood
for it. Let Hieronymous fetch his own dinner. She turned left and followed the street as it
sloped down toward the Golden Bridge.

The Golden Bridge, so named because of the way its limestone blocks gleamed at
sunrise and sunset, spanned the Nekker River and was the only conduit between

Avensburg's eastern and western sides. It had been built over eight hundred years ago,
when the city was nothing more than an outpost of the Ivicii military, and over the
centuries the city grew around it on the opposite banks. Over one hundred people passed

over its ancient stones each day, and wine shops and alehouses clustered at each end to
soothe the wayfarers' hunger and thirst. The establishments on the eastern bank catered to

wealthier citizens, who liked to sip imported wine while they nibbled delicate pastries
stuffed with nuts and dried

frui!

but the alehouses on the western side were far less

refined, and much more likely to see either a rousing chorus or a deadly brawl.
The Silver Rose was one of the western bank's smallest establishments, and also
one of the oldest.

It was nestled directly against the sturdy pillars that marked the end of

the bridge, and the old limestone blocks formed the alehouse's back wall. The eastem

wall was studded with tiny windows that would have provided

a

view of the green-brown

waters of the Nekker, if they weren't covered with thick panes of glass embedded into
heavy wooden frames. The door in the western wall was left open, both to attract patrons
and allow in a

little more natural light, but it didn't amount to much. The interior
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remained dim no matter the time of day, and lanterns set at regular intervals along the

walls and on the sturdy wooden tables gave the room a perpetual cozy glow.
Its proprietress was Sieglinde Untenbruch, a sturdy woman with sharp blue eyes
that didn't miss a thing, broad hands callused from years of hard work, and a tongue that
could cut as sharply as any rapier. Up until ten years ago, she'd managed the Rose jointly

with her husband, Martin; when Martin died of apoplexy, she'd carried on as efficiently
as ever and said she had no intention of

finding

a new husband

to get in her way. She

never raised an eyebrow at unaccompanied women who came in for a pint of beer during
the course of their daily business, and in the years since Martin's death, the Rose had
become something of a refuge for unhappy wives, daughters, and any other woman who
needed a reprieve and a sympathetic ear.

When Kunigunde stepped inside, the crowds of people who came for a midday

drink had already dispersed, and it was still too early for the evening's revelers. Only a
handful of patrons lingered at the tables. An elderly couple wrapped in travel-stained
cloaks sat in the corner nursing tankards of beer, and at the table closest to the window,
where the feeble light was strongest, a young man dressed in a saffron-colored tunic and
a

bright red hat drummed his fingers against the table as he gazed off into the distance.

He must be a musician, perhaps, or a poet, dreaming away the hours until the patrons

who frequented the wine shops called for songs to accompany their drinking.
Kunigunde's eyes lingered on the fourth patron, who sat at the table farthest from
the door. She'd never seen such a singular person before. The broad shoulders and large
hands belonged to a youth on the cusp of manhood, but the face had the kind of soft
elegance she'd seen on statues of Fricka and Ernta, the two most prominent Elder
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goddesses. Long dark hair spilled freely over their shoulders and down their back, free

from any sort of cap or headdress, and golden hoops gleamed at their ears. It was
impossible to tell how old the person might be-perhaps eighteen, perhaps thiny. It was
as

if that lanky frame contained

a

myriad of identities: male and female, old and young,

noble and rogue, and yet it couldn't quite decide on which one to be.
The stranger met Kunigunde's gaze and smiled, lifting their tankard in greeting.

Kunigunde frowned. Even though she'd never met this person before, they were familiar
in the way the scent of paper and ink was familiar, or the sight of type pieces gleaming in
their compartments.

"Kunigunde!" Sieglinde's sturdy anns wrapped around her in

a hug.

"[t must be

the husband again. I can tell by your face." She shooed Kunigunde toward a table and
went to pour her a tankard of beer.

Kunigunde groaned. "Do you know, I'm starting to suspect this is all a plot by the

Engolff family to ruin my press? They waited until my father was dead, then I married
their most incompetent son because I didn't see any other options, and now the Greif
name is falling to ruin.

He'll go crawling back to Zetnand

drag me with him." She

accepted the tankard and hoisted it with a bitter smile. "So here's to the collapse of the

Greif Press and the Engolffs becoming the foremost printers in the Nekker Valley."
"Take him before one of Fricka's priests," said Sieglinde. "Ask for a dissolution."
Kunigunde flicked her fingers, brushing the suggestion aside. "You know how the
priests are. They're more concerned with the letter of the law than anything else, and

Hieronymous hasn't done anything against the laws of marriage or the guild. He's ruining
my life in a perfectly acceptable way."

29

"Well, you'rc always welcome here, you lolow." Sieglinde pressed her hanil
against Kunigunde's shoulder. "But don't give up. You're too resourceful to let someone

like that drive you to ruin." One of the travelers raised his mug in a gesture for more beer,
and with one final pat on Kunigunde's shoulder, Sieglinde went to tend to her other
customers.

"Hey." The dark-haired stranger dropped down opposite Kunigunde and rapped
the table to get her attention "You said the Greif Press? You must be the one who printed

that prognostication everyone's talking about."

Kunigunde shrugged. "In a manner of speaking, I suppose. I didn't actually print
the pages, but

I set the type."

"The typesetting's the art of it, though, isn't it?" The stranger's voice was deeper
than an alto, but not quite a tenor. It was impossible to tell if it belonged to a man or a

woman. "I saw

a

pair of pressmen at work one time. It didn't seem too difficult to do,

once you got the knack of

it."

"True enough." Kunigunde swallowed another mouthful of beer. "Pulling the
bar's not difficult, it just takes a good amount of strength."

"Hmmm." He? She? They tilted their head and regarded Kunigunde like they
were trying to solve a riddle. In the dim lantern light, their eyes were the same rich black
as

printer's ink. "But it's an interesting thing, that prognostication of yours. Waldvogel's

written others, but none of them caused afrenzy like this one."
Her fingertips felt warTn, and Kunigunde rubbed them together absently. "Who
knows why people prefer one smattering of nonsense over another?"
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ooBut
it takes a special gift to influence the
"Chance, perhaps." They smiled.

thoughts of so many minds, don't you think?"

"What, like a Blessing?" Kunigunde laughed, her father's words about printing
and magic echoing through her memory. "Printing isn't a Sacred Profession, like baking

or brewing or weaving. None of the Elders took an interest in it, not even Sigurd."
"So? The Elders are not the only gods, and the world is changing." They gestured
toward the windows, beyond which the Nekker made its slow joumey toward the sea.

"Ships set sail every day to seek the mysteries that lie beyond the horizon. The craftsmen
in Neuwenburg build automata that are uncanny imitations of life. New wonders appear
every day, and even if the Elders don't notice, others do." They reached across the table
and touched the back of Kunigunde's hand. "Forget whatever your father told you about

printing and magic. You've felt the truth in your fingers. It's there within your grasp,

if

you want it."
Kunigunde's eyes widened. She'd never told anyone about that long-ago
conversation with her father. "How do

yos-"

"Need another?" Sieglinde reached down and picked up Kunigunde's empty
tankard.

"I'll join you for one. It's

quiet enough at the moment."

Kunigunde blinked. Her head felt muddled, like she was just waking up from a
heavy sleep. The space across from her was empty. "Where did that customer go?"
Sieglinde raised her eyebrows. "Who?" She gestured at the pair of travelers and
the brightly dressed youth. "No one's come or gone.

It'll

stay this quiet until evening."

"There was no one else here? Someone with dark hair and gold hoops in their
ears?"
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"I think I'd rernember seeing

someone like that." Sieglinde leaned down and

peered closely at Kunigunde. "You feeling all right?"

"I'm fine." Kunigunde flexed

her fingers. Her fingertips were warm.

"I must have

just drifted off for a moment." It's there within your grasp. She looked at the place where
the stranger had been just a moment before and remembered eyes dark as ink. "Let's have
that drink."

###
Hieronymous went ahead with the second edition. Kunigunde said nothing as he
bought reams of paper, twice as much as they'd used for the first, and recorded the
expense in the account book in silence. She didn't protest when he set the type, his

fingers fumbling and slow as he searched for each letter, and bit back the urge to snap
that she'd do a much better ofjob of it. She simply watched and waited.
And, just as she'd anticipated, it was a disaster. Whatever spark had driven the
success of the

first edition had burned itself out, and nothing they did could make the new

printing sell. Hieronymous took copies to the alehouses every night and tried to coax
drunken louts to buy them, Sigemund went to the marketplace to pronounce the end

of

the world and urge the townsfolk to buy the prognostication so they would know the
signs to look for; Kunigunde went to Christian Feierabend's shop and begged him to buy

all of their copies, no matter how cheaply, and sell them as best he could. It didn't matter.
They were turned away at every corner, either with outright jeers or sanctimonious
smiles, and the unsold sheets remained in the workshop.

"Makes no sense," muttered Hieronymous after one week had gone by. He'd
given up on trying to work and was slumped against the worktable with a mug of ale in
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his hand, nursing his bitterness. "Couldn't get enough of that prophecy, now they won't

look twice atit." He swigged his drink and scowled. "No sense."
"The sense of it doesn't matter." Kunigunde pushed the account book toward him.
"What matters is that you poured everything we had into something that no one wanted."
She tapped the rows of numbers. "The only way we

won't be ruined entirely is if we sell

one of the presses."

Even as she spoke, the words were like vinegar in her mouth. Those great wooden
presses had been the bedrock of her childhood, the foundation of the Greif name and

reputation. Two of them were already gone, lost to Hieronymous's ineptitude, and now
she would lose yet another one. The shame was enough to bring tears to her eyes, but she

blinked them back. She would never allow them to fall in front of Hieronymous.
Hieronymous himself stared at her for a moment, his eyes practically bulging out
of their sockets. Then he sighed and buried his head in his hands. "Might as well sell
them both. It's time to go back to Zern."
He might as well have hit her in the stomach. "And what will do you there?" she
asked, once she managed to recover her breath. "The Engolff Press

will

pass to your

older brother, not you. Probably for the best, since you'd just ruin your family's legacy
the same way you've ruined 1¡i11s-"
She

didn't

see his

fist before it smashed into her jaw. She stumbled backward as

pain blossomed across her face, and her heel caught on the hem ofher dress, nearly

tripping her. She threw her arms out for balance as the world tilted wildly around her, and
Siegemund caught her before she hit the floor.

-t -t

Something whimpered, small and pathetic. It took a moment for her to realize it
was her own voice.

Hieronymous had yelled at her and denied her the work she loved, but he'd never
once raised a hand to her. Fricka's priests were clear that the Protector of Marriage did

not abide violence within the bonds of matrimony, and even if Hieronymous wasn't a
paragon of piety, he still went to the Heilturm each week to say prayers and light candles.

Kunigunde had always assumed that simple superstition would stay his hand, his fear

of

invoking Fricka's wrath greater than his own short temper. She hacl been mistaken.

"You hit me," she rasped, forcing the words through the pain. She lifted her
fingers to her face and carefully felt her jaw. Her face was throbbing, and she'd have a
spectacular bruise, but none of her teeth had been knocked loose.

Fricka

"If I tell the priests of

-"
"'Won't happen agait." Hieronymous stared down at his hands and refused to look

at her. "Priests

won't care, not for one time." He walked to the staircase that led up to the

living quarters, and

a moment later she heard the heavy tread

of his footsteps as he paced

back and forth over the wooden floorboards.

Kunigunde and Siegemund stood together in silence. Evening was falling, and the
light that came through the thick glass windows was murþ and dim. There were still
people out on the 'gasse, calling out to friends and shop owners as they made their way
home for supper, but no one came to their door. The Greif Press was already no more
than a ghost of what it had once been, hardly worth anyone's consideration.
'o'Well," said Kunigunde at last. "What
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will we do now, you and I?"

"Mistress Greif." Siegemund's voice wobbled, and when Kunigunde looked at
him, he ducked his head to avoid her eyes. "Mistress Greif, L.. you've always been kind
to me, and I'm grateful for that, I truly

v¡¡-))

She sighed and raised a hand to stop him.

"You're leaving," she said.

He scuffed his foot against the floor as he nodded. His gaze darted to the type
case, the inkballs, anywhere but her.

"Yes." The confession was nearly swallowed by the

workshop's gloom. His throat bobbed and he tried again. "Yes." This time, he summoned
the courage to face her.

"I

have to. There's not enough work for me here, ¿¡d

"You don't have to explain it to me." Every time she spoke,

[-"

a fresh thread

of pain

raced through her jaw, but that was nothing compared to the pain in her chest. Another

piece of her business slipping though her fingers.

"I

can understand well enough."

"Sorry, Mistress." And he certainly looked sorry "I wish things were better."
"But they aren't." When she tried to smile, her face hurt. "When will you go?

"In two months' time,

at the end

of Goldmond. Herr Froscheber already said he'd

take me in. He can use more hands."
"Ho\ry fortunate for him." She hoped she didn't sound bitter.

"Well. You and your

friends will want to celebrate." She waved her hand at the door. "You might as well go

off to an alehouse; the presses won't

see any more use

Siegemund hesitated and glanced at her jaw.

"I

today."
can fetch the barber

"It's fine. There's no need to spend coin for him to tell

surgeon-"

me to make a poultice

of

bran and urine. So, go." She grabbed his shoulders and gave him a gentle push. "Wander
down to the Bridge and drink with your fellows. I can tend to myself."
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Siegemund slipped out of the workshop with one last apologetic glance, and
Kunigunde was left alone with the pain in her jaw and the ache in her chest. She walked
over to one of the presses and brushed her fingers over its heavy frame, then leaned her
forehead against the smooth wood and let the tears spill over her cheeks. Her shoulders
shook with the effort to remain silent. Hieronymous was just upstairs, and she would

never allow him to hear her sobs.

By the time the last of her tears fell, the workshop was almost completely
shrouded in gloom. She took a deep breath and ran her hands over face, wincing at the
tenderness in her jaw, and stepped away from the comforting bulk of the press. She
wandered through the workshop like someone in a dream, running her fingers over the
stacks of rough paper, the smooth handles of the inkballs, the sharp tips of the quill pens
scattered over the worktable.

All the familiar trappings of her life, all of them about to be

lost.

When she reached the type case, she picked up one metal letter after another,
caressing their much-loved shapes before dropping them back into their compartments.

They'd have to sell the type, too. Type sets were a print shop's most valuable items after
the presses themselves, and they should be able to get a good price for them. Or perhaps
she should

just give them to Siegemund as a farewell gift. Hieronymous wouldn't be

pleased, but why should she concem herself him, when he'd shown such little regard

for

her?

Her husband disliked her as much as she disliked him; that much was certain. But

he'd always been so careful not to overstep the bounds of what was permissible within a
marriage and what was not, never giving the priests of Fricka reason to declare their
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union invalid and thereby lose his claim to the press. Abuse and death and abandonment,
those were the only ways to dissolve a marriage, and whatever else might be said for him,

Hieronymous was in excellent health.
But abandonment... A thought drifted through her mind, ethereal and halfformed. Abandonment, perhaps that was the key. Hieronymous was a proud man, quick
to take offense, and

if

she could

find

a

way to goad him...

Her fingertips flared with heat, and just for a moment, the workshop was so bright
the noonday sun might have been blazing inside of it. The words of her strange drinking
companion from the Silver Rose rolled through her mind: You've felt the truth in your

fingers. It's there within your grasp, ,f you want it.
There was no time to waste. She needed to act now,while the idea was still fresh.
She hunied back to the worktable and grabbed a piece of scrap paper, then dipped a pen

into one of the inkwells. She hesitated for a moment, trying to think. The composer's art
was given in service to words written by others, not in creating their own. That had never
rankled her

before- she'd always

who were touched by lgni's

fire-

been content simply to appreciate the gifts of those

but right now, she needed inspiration. She needed the

correct words, the words that would set her free.

But did she really? Waldvogel's prognostication had been little more than drivel,
but it had burrowed deep into Avensburg's imagination. Perhaps it was the act

of

composition that mattered, the moment of transforming writ into print, and the words
themselves only needed to serve as a frame.
She pictured Hieronymous: red-faced and angry,

fist swinging toward her. Brow

furrowed as he mumbled his way through a proof sheet, stumbling over the occasional
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Iviciian word

Lhat woulcl never have troubled her.

Bellowing at her not even

a week after

their marriage to stay away from the type case, that minding the ledgers and keeping
house was enough for the guild wives inZern, and

it should be enough for her. With that

image of her flawed, faulty husband fixed in her mind, she dipped her pen and wrote.
Once she was satisfied that her work would serve well enough, she set the paper
aside and sorted through the shop's stock of woodblocks, careful not to knock them
against each other. Hieronymous's penchant for printing simple texts with bawdy themes
meant they had a fine selection of caricatures ranging from the absurd to the obscene, and

it didn't take long to find one that would suit.
"Kunigdune!" Hieronymous's voice drifted down from the living quarters,
shattering the near-sepulchral silence. "Are we eating this evening?"

"A moment!" Kunigunde wrapped

the paper around the woodblock she'd chosen,

then tucked the bundle in the narrow space between one of the presses and the wall. She
stepped back and regarded it.

Perfect-no one would notice it unless they knew where to

look.

"Kunigunde!"

"All right!" V/ith one last glance

at her secret, Kunigunde schooled her expression

into one of blank impassivity as she hurried toward the stairs.

###
Breakfast the next the morning was a silent affair. Hieronymous hunched over his

bowl of barley ponidge and refused to even glance in her direction, taking three sips

of

small beer for every bite of food. Siegemund shoveled his portion into his mouth as fast
as he could

without choking, then hurried down to the workshop. Kunigunde herself ate
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slowly, chewing as little possible so she wouldn't hurt her mouth, and waited for
Hieronymous to speak f,rrst.
He finally drained the dregs of beer from his mug and glanced at her from the
corner of his eye. "Still some jobs that need printing," he said. "Ballads and
advertisements, that sort of thing. But the sooner I find someone who'll buy the presses,
the better."

"I'll

find someone," said Kunigunde. "I know the Avensburg printers better than

you do. I should be the one to speak with them."
Hieronymous's gaze trailed across her jaw. Kunigunde didn't need to look at a

mirror to know that it had blossomed into a spectacular mix of dark purple and blue,
loudly proclaiming his transgression for all to see. He would rather have her stay inside
the workshop, hidden away until

it faded, and not parade it down the street. Perhaps he

should have remembered the 'gasse's loose tongues before lashing out with his fist.
"I'11 go," he started to say, but Kunigunde spoke over him.

"No,1will. You hold the title of Master, but it's the Greif

name that

will

earn

sympatþ among the guild. And besides,I'm the one who keeps our ledgers. I know what
price we'll need to get."
His jaw tightened, and her heart stuttered in her chest. If he struck her once

more... But this time, he controlled himself. "Suit yourself," he said, and followed
Siegemund down to the workshop.

Kunigunde sipped the last of her beer, hissing a bit as the liquid rolled over her
back teeth. At least one of them was probably cracked after all, Elders-be-damned, and
she'd have to go to a barber surgeon and get it drawn. Just the thought of it was enough to
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make her stomach turn. She'd heard the muffled cries of pain drifting out from the

surgeon's shops on the Blutegelweg and knew one woman who had nearly died when
fever set in following a tooth drawing. But a broken tooth could also turn corrupt in her
mouth and poison the blood.
She'd deal with it later. She cleared away the breakfast dishes, took a moment to
sure her braids were tucked securely under her head covering, then went out into the
Stabgasse.
She went first to the shop of Jakob Schonfaber, who had been a friend of her

father's. He invited her in for a cup of ale and regaled her with stories of his and
Friedrich's youth: the ladies they'd seduced, the brawls they got into at the Eckenfurt
Book Fair, their excitement when they took their places in the guildhall as Masters. He
was smiling and gregarious, surrounded by the clatter of his own journeymen and
apprentices as they worked his presses, but his eyes were shrewd as they lingered on her

ja*.
"But you didn't come here to listen to an old man's tales, Kunigunde Greif," he
said at last.

"It really is a shame about that last prognostication. Risky

business that,

pouring so much money into a single job."

It was a struggle to keep her voice light. "I told him not to do it, but Hieronymous
has never listened to me. Even so,

we'll manage. There are still plenty of broadsides and

advertisements to be printed."

"Oh?" Schonfaber lifted his eyebrows. "Well. You can see that I have room for
another press, and

if you

need the

çsin-"
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"No." Kunigunde shook her head. "'We're not so desperate

as that.

Although...if

you have any small jobs that you're too busy to concern yourself with, we can take
them."

"Of course." Schonfaber drained his mug and rubbed his hand over his lips. "But
if you change your mind, remember me."
It was the same at Froscheber, at Rotblatt, at Druckerman. She smiled at the
Masters and complimented their businesses, and when the asked how the Greif press was

faring, she laughed and told them she and her husband would happily take any work the
other printers couldn't manage themselves. She didn't mention selling their own presses.

If Hieronymous found out and asked

her why, she'd tell

it was part of negotiating-he

didn't have a subtle enough mind to think otherwise. But she wasn't ready to admit
defeat, not when she might be able to cast the die one last time.
The noon bells had not yet rung when she left Herr Druckerrnan, There was no
need to rush home, so she left the 'gasse and went first to the grocer, for barley and oats

to make the morning porridge, then the chandler, for candles and soap; and finally to Herr
Starkraut' s apothecary shop.

"Ah, Mistress Greif." Starkraut himself was perched behind the wooden shop
counter, weighing ingredients on a set of small brass scales. The shelves behind him were

full of stoneware jugs whose contents were labeled in thick, spiky black letters: crab's
eyes, powdered hartshorn, skull moss, theriac. "What can

"I

I do for you today?"

need something for sleep." She walked toward the counter, past the large glass

jar with leeches immersed in tepid water, an immense monocerote horn that must have
come from the edges of the earth, a piece of coral that she'd heard grew on the bottom
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of

the ocean like trees (a fantastic tale, and she wasn't sure if she believed it). The air was so
pungent with dried herbs that it took an effort not to sneeze. "Something strong."
o'Hmmmm." Starkraut looked
back at his jugs. The light streaming in through the

windows caught on the heavy silver pendant hanging around his neck. It was shaped like
a

moonflower, the symbol of those who were Blessed by Artza, Mistress of the Healing

Arts. "A tincture of rosehips, perhaps? Or an electuary of chamomile?"

"A bit stronger, I think. The pain in my jaw is rather troublesome."
"An unfortunate

state

of affairs." He crouched down, vanishing behind his

counter, and Kunigunde heard the sound of bottles clinking against each other. "Here we
are." He reappeared with a tiny ceramic vial. "Mandrake syrup, even more potent than
poppy. Just mix a few drops of this in your wine, and sleep will find you easily enough.
Three brazen and it's yours."
She dug into the pocket hanging at her belt, pulled out a square silver coin that

was twice the value he'd asked for, and pushed it toward him.

"I

need to make sure

I

don't wake up 'till morning. If I wake up even once in the night, it's so very difficult to
fall back asleep." She looked down, the perfect picture of

a weary, somewhat

downtrodden wife. "You understand?"

"Of course, Mistress Greif." The coin vanished into Starkraut's pocket. "Just

a

moment." He pulled the cork out of the vial's neck and stuck one of his fingers inside. He
closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then exhaled slowly, his lips forming words
spoken too softly for Kunigune to hear before he opened his eyes and recorked the vial.

"Here you are. Just three drops of this, and you'll sleep undisturbed for eight
hours even if the town crier rang his bell directly in your ear."
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"Thank you." The vial was warln in her hands, like it had been nestled among
buming coals. She tucked in into her pocket and turned to go, but just before she reached
the door, Starkurat called her back.

"If I might

be so bold." He pressed a twist of paper into her hand. "Comfrey and

rue. Mix it with a bit of fat and put it on your jaw, and that bruise will be gone within the

day;'
She nodded in thanks, unable to speak past the lump in her throat, then slipped

into the street and made her way home.
The rest of the afternoon passed in the usual surly silence, the men working the
press while she sorted type, took the sheets that had finished drying down from the

rafters, and arranged the dry ones into stacks. She watched Hieronymous from the corner

of her eye, and as soon as she saw him leave to use the privy, she grabbed Siegemund's
arm.

"Meet me here tonight," she murmured. "After dark, when he's asleep. I need
your help printing something."
o'After dark? But
Siegemund stared at her in astonishment, then shook his head.

guild law says-"

"I know what guild law says!" she hissed. The guild forbade

any work to be done

after sunset, but it was also something of an open secret that every printer ran a press by

candlelight at some point or other. "We'll be careful. But if you have any concern for my

plight, any at all, you'll do this for me."
His cheeks flushed. "Mistress Greif..."
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"Do this, and I'll give you our type," she said.

ooYou

can take it with you to

Froscheber or sell it. Whatever you want. But help me in this, please."

His forehead wrinkled in a frown as he considered the offer. The gift of type was
no small thing, the equivalent of at least three months' wages. After a moment he pressed
his lips together, gave her a curt nod, and turned away just as Hieronymous came back
through the door.

###
When she stole dowu the steps to the workshop just after the bells rang the
eleventh hour, Siegemund was already waiting for her. He'd lit enough of the fat tallow
candles to give them light to see by, although not so many that a glow would shine

through the tightly closed wooden shutters. His fingers drummed rapidly against his thigh
as his eyes

flickered restlessly around the room. "You're sure he'll stay asleep?"

"Between the beer and the mandrake syrup I slipped into it, he'll sleep through

'til

the morning bells." Kunigunde retrieved her paper and woodcut bundle from behind the
press, set

it on the table, and unwrapped it. "Get one of the

presses ready,

With one last anxious glance at the stairs, Siegemund fetched
began to prepare the inkballs. Kunigunde left him to

will you?"

a ream

of paper and

it and carried her manuscript to the

type case. Her heart was beating so hard her body trembled, and she took a few deep
breaths to calm herself before reaching for the first piece.
She slid one letter onto the compositor's stick, then another, and tried to reach

for

the threads of power that lurked somewhere between the type and her hands. It was a

tricky business,

a

bit like trying to walk in a straight line after you closed your eyes and

spun in a circle. The light had always leapt unbidden to her hngertips, an incidental
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byproduct of her work, yet now that she wantedto summon it and bend it to her will, it
was slippery as an eel, sidling up to her one second and spinning away the next.
She could pray for divine guidance, ask one of the Elders to attend her in this

work. But would any of them even listen to her, when no other printer had succeeded in
catching their attention?
The face of the stranger she'd met in the Silver Rose drifted unbidden into her

mind: ink-black eyes, features that refused to be male or female, old or young. Malleable
and every-changing, just the way words formed by type pieces were What was it they'd
said? The Elders are not the only gods, and the world is changing. New gods for a new

world, where the printing press and the chymist's flask were as valuable as the weaver's
loom and the blacksmith's anvil. Guide my work, whoever you are, and let me shape the

worldwith

the

power in these letters.

She let her eyes slip out

of focus and trusted her fingers to know which piece

came next. "To me," she muttered, and thought of the simple pleasure she took in

handling the cool metal type pieces, the satisfaction of looking at a freshly printed page

with its glistening black letters standing stark against smooth, off-white paper. She called
upon the love she had for the press, for the art of printing itself, and that love called the

light upward until it burst from her fingertips in ablaze that instantly eclipsed the feeble
glow of the candles.
And this time, Siegemund saw it. "Mistress Greif," he said, his eyes wide as he
stared at her shimmering hands. "Mistress Greif,

what-"

"This is how I mean to save myself," she said. "Now stop gawking and hunl'."
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He didn't move. "That's a Blessing." His eyes were wide, his pulse beating

frantically at his throat. "The Elders...Mistress, they've Blessed you."
"Who's to say it was the Elders?" Kunigunde's smile was fierce. "But that's not
the matter at hand. Now get the ink ready."

But Siegemund remained frozen, his gaze hxed on her hands, his mouth hanging
open. Kunigunde slapped the worktable in front of him. "Siegemund!"

He blinked and shook his head, like he was coming out of a trance. "The light. .."

"Everyone's asleep and the watchman won't be making his rounds here for a
while yet. There's nothing to worry about, so long as we're quick about it."
Siegemund swallowed hard and finally turned back to the press as Kunigunde
reached for the next piece of type. Let me

place. Let me

be

be

free of Hieronymous. She slid the letter into

free of him, let him be gone from my life forever, and I swear that this

time I will find someone clever, someone who loves this art as much øs I do and who will
be aworthy successor to myfather's legacy.

Let me leave my own legacy.
Once everything was arranged within the metal frame on the imposing stone, she

beckoned Siegemund over.

"All right,"

she said.

"Let's lock it tight."

He licked his lips. "'Won't the noise wake the Master?"

"I slipped mandrake syrup Blessed by Hen Starkruat into his beer." She began
arranging blocks of wood between the loose type and edge of the frame. "Come on."

Kunigune and Siegemund both knew the trick to a successful printing forme was
making sure it had enough tension to hold the type in place

- too little, and all the all the

carefully arranged type pieces would fall to the floor as soon as the forme was lifted.

46

They crammed as many blocks into the frame as they could, and Siegemund packed them

in tight with quick strikes of his mallet. Kunigunde couldn't help glancing nervously
toward the steps with every blow, but Starkraut's syrup was as powerful as the
apothecary promised, and Hieronymous slept on undisturbed.
Siegemund lifted the forme and shook it carefully. The type remained fast.

ooWe

print?"
"We print."
They made twenty copies in all. When the last one came off the press, they laid it
on the worktable and regarded their handiwork in the flickering light of the candles.

HIERONYMOUS GRÛIF,proclaimed the large capitals running across the top, and
directly beneath them were the paltry verses she'd labored over the other night:
A lmave with no wit
He spends his wife's coin on drink

Til he cannot tell an arse.from a tit

He puts on airs like

afat cock

Lies like a whoreson

Goodfor naught but

to

jeer qt and mock

Afusilarian, a cur, a dunce, afool
A more pathetic figure
Could not be dreamt of by the Lord of Misrule
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And right in the micldle of the page was the wooclcut she'd chosen as decoration: a man

with the head of an ass dressed in a doublet and hose in the manner that

a gentleman

would wear, mouth open and tongue hanging loose as he brayed mindlessly.

It was not an impressive piece work, whether

one judged

it in terms of its words

or the quality of the printing. Even the minstrels who sang at the most disreputable
alehouses at the Golden Bridge would laugh at the amateurish verse, and in other

circumstances, Kunigunde would have been ashamed to see the stray smudges of ink that
indioatecl sloppy presswork. But this would serve her purposes now, or so she hoped.

"V/e still need to post them," said Kunigunde after

a minute. 'oNow,

while we still

have a few hours before dawn."

Siegemund sighed. There were dark shadows under his eyes, and he slumped
against the table like it was the only thing keeping him on his feet.

"It

can't wait until

morning?"

"No." Kunigunde began gathering the hnished

sheets into

two stacks. She

grimaced a bit as the ink smeared, but it couldn't be helped-there was no time to let the
paper dry properly. "Hieronymous

will

see them

if we

leave them here. It has to be done

now."
Siegemund's jaw tightened as if he wanted to argue; then his gaze dropped to her
hands. The light had faded from her fingertips as soon as she was finished setting the
type, just as

it always had, but an echo of its power still lingered in the corners of the

workshop, like the scent of metal after a rainstorm. He sighed and reached for one of the
stacks. "As you say."
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They each took ten sheets. Sigemund headed for the Golden Bridge and its
assortment of drinking establishments, where the men were allowed to carouse even after

curfew, while Kunigunde made her way to the main square. The streets were dark and
mostly deserted at this time of night, but she still needed to be cautious-once, the glow
of the night watchman's lantern made her slip into a naffow alley until he'd passed, her
heart hammering in her chest as she tried to breathe as quietly as she could; another time
a stray cat darted across her path and startled her so badly she nearly screamed aloud.

But

she managed to make her way to the square unnoticed, and then she set to work.
She posted the

first sheet to the stone wall that surrounded the immense

Vy'aaghaus, where everything from gold ingots to bolts

of cloth were weighed and

measured to ensure the merchants paid their fair taxes. The next one graced the ironbanded doors of the Rathaus, whence citizens passed laws and dispensed justice. Then
came the Sakralhaus, a private hall that could only be entered by those who bore a

Blessing. Once the sheet was fixed in place, Kunigunde lingered for a moment to look at
the carved wooden doors. They were divided into six panels, each one bearing a symbol

of the Sacred Professions. Clusters of grapes, sheaves of grain, and an anvil surrounded
by flames were carved into the left door; the right was emblazoned with horned cows, a
spindle with a skein of wool, and a moonflower blossom.

It's not fair. Kunigunde brushed her fingers over the carefully rendered grape
leaves. l4/hat about the printersT Or the alchemists, or the horologists? LTe do vqluable

work, too, even if none of the Elders care.
But the watchman would be passing by again soon, and there was no time to lose
herself in thought. She stepped away from Sakralhaus door and pinned the remaining
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broadsides to the guildhalls, saving the very last one for the door of the Printers Hall

itself. Kunigunde fixed it in place with a prayer to anything that might be listeningElder, spirit, fae-then retraced her steps to the Stabgasse.
She slipped back into the workshop just as the bells tolled the fourth hour.

Siegemund was already there, his head pillowed on his arrns as he drowsed at the

worktable. She touched his shoulder gently and his head flew upward, his eyes wide and
panicked, but he relaxed as soon as he saw her face. He nodded once; she nodded back,
then took his hancls in hers anil squeezed them firmly.

The two of them crept back upstairs, Siegemund to his pallet and Kunigunde to
her bed. Hieronymous's snores were as loud as ever, and he didn't even twitch as she
slipped beneath the covers. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to find her
way toward sleep, but even though exhaustion tugged at her limbs, a tendril of excitement
raced through veins and made

it impossible to relax.

She'd done it. The light had bent to her will and appeared at her command, and
she'd sent it out to work in the world. And perhaps...perhaps all would be well.

Hieronymous would leave, and she'd be subject to more gossip than ever before, but
she'd be free, and then she could try again.

Next to her, Hieronymous snorted loudly and broke wind. Kunigunde wrinkled
her nose in disgust and edged closer to the edge of the bed. Please let this work, she

thought, staring at the wall as the light slowly changed from the darkness of night to the
grayish tint of early moming. Please, please, please.

###
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If Hieronymous noticed that both Kunigunde and Siegemund were heavy-eyed
and sluggish the next day, he said nothing of it. Not that he seemed in a state to notice

much of anything-Starkraut's syrup might have guarantee sleep, but rest was another
matter, and his eyes were pufry and his cheeks pale as he dragged himself down to the
workshop.
The first time he spoke was when Kunigunde set out for the day's shopping. "Sent
a message

to my parents yesterday," he rasped, his voice as thick as if he'd spent the

entirety of last night drinking. "Told them to expect us near the end of the moonturn." He
scrubbed at his eyes and shook his head like a dog trying to dislodge a

fly. "We need to

hurry up and find a buyer."

"Albrecht Frobisch might be interested." Kunigunde picked up her basket and
pushed the door open.

"I'll

ask again on my way back."

It was about half past the ninth hour. Still too early to know if her labor had been
fruitful, but she couldn't help trying to read the faces of every person she saw. There was
Philippa Feierabend, the booksellers' wife; was her smirk because of the bruise that still
darkened Kunigunde's jaw, or had she heard something else? Did young Hans Feinhaut,
the bookbinder's new apprentice, stare at her longer than usual? Or was she simply

imagining it?

At least

she had her errands to occupy her mind. She went hrst to the baker,

where she bought loaves of dark rye with thick crusts and a dense crumb; then the
chandler, for candles and soap. She stepped in to the spice merchant's shop to breathe in
the fragrant air and dream ofthe hot suns and strange fruits ofdistant lands, and even

indulged in a piece of candied ginger that was sharp and sweet on her tongue.
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The qui<.:kest way back to the Stabgasse took her past the Golden Briclge. The
eleventh hour had just been struck, and the drinking establishments were already crowded

with patrons enjoying their midday meal and a pint or two of ale. Kunigunde wondered
she ought to stop at the Silver Rose and fetch a jug to bring back

She'd just turned her feet in that direction when a man

if

with her

-Hieronymous,

Kunigunde realized, tendrils of ice running through her veins as she recognized

him-

stumbled out of one of the alehouses, bellowing incoherently in rage. She immediately
shrank against the wall and ducked her head, trying to appear as small and unremarkable
as possible, but she needn't have

worried. His attention was entirely focused on the

cluster of other men who followed him, laughing uproariously as they tossed one insult
after another at their quarry.

"His mouth's shaped like

a

lamprey's, all the better to suck at his wife's purse."

"The head of an ass would be a better sight than the one he has now."

"Think he even knows what to do with

a

woman?"

"Probably doesn't even know what to do with himselfl"
Hieronymous unsheathed the belt knife at his waist and spread his arms wide.

"Come atme, then," he growled. "See if you can put steel behind your jests."
Everyone in the street froze, their eyes drawn to the unfolding drama like crows to
carrion. This promised to be a fine piece of theatre, much better than idle gossip about
whether the spice merchant's wife was too familiar with the sea captain who delivered

their goods, or if both of Herr Goldschlager's journeymen fancied the same lass. This
promised blood.
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One of Hieronymous's assailants jeered and lifted a sheet of paper in the air.

It

was stained with ale and the ink was smeared, but Kunigunde knew immediately what it
was. She gasped, dizzy with a combination of relief and fear, and clutched her basket so

tightly her knuckles turned white.

It worked. I did it, it worked.
"Think you can frighten us, ass man?" The man waved the paper back and forth,
giving the onlookers a better look. "A lackwit like yourself?"
o'It's slander." Hieronymous spat at his feet. "Printed by some whoreson.

I'll kill

whoever did it, mark my words, after I kill you."
The onlookers leaned forward with a collective sigh of mingled anticipation and
dread. Kunigunde's stomach roiled and she pressed herself even tighter to the wall,

caught between the urge to flee and the urge to stay.

"Doubt you know how to use that," said one of the men. "That or the knife you've
got between your legs."
The crowd jeered, urging them on, but Kunigunde stood still as a statue, her voice
stuck in her throat and fingers still tight on her basket. She hadn't thought her broadside

would provoke a brawl. She'd imagined-what had she imagined? Japes and laughter to
needle Hieronymous's pride, that much was true; and yes, she'd wanted it to sting badly
enough to drive him from the city. But she hadn't imagined steel blades gleaming in the

sunlight as a bloodthirsty mob cheered them on.
And why would Hieronymous fight at all? For all his blustering, he was
something of a coward, and preferred opponents he knew he could beat. She'd never
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heard of him getting involvecl in a real brawl, especially one that involved weapons. He'd

always preferred to run away.

Only he wasn't running now. He lowered his head and charged forward like a

bull, and the other men rushed to meet him.
"Hieronymous," said Kunigunde, barely louder than a whisper, but it wouldn't
have mattered

if she'd

shouted. The crowd bayed like dogs who had caught the scent

of

blood, and the men were caught up in their deadly dance. Hieronymous held his own for
the {irst minute or so, managing to blacken one man's eye and break another's nose, but
the numbers were against him. One moment he was on his feet, face red and chest

heaving as he tried to press his advantage; then he was on his knees, face gone white as
he gasped for air, the

hilt of a dagger sticking out of his back.

The crowd shrieked. Hieronymous's assailants fell back, faces pale as they stared
at his fallen form; then they tumed and ran, vanishing

swiftly into the warren of narrow

streets. The onlookers dispersed as well, back into the alehouses and alleyways, until

Kunigunde was alone with her husband. She bit her lip, hesitating, then crept away from
the wall to kneel at his side.

"Hieronymous," she said. "Hieronymous."
He made a pathetic figure, sprawled half on his stomach and half on his side, a

mixture of blood and spittle spilling down his chin. He tilted his head at her approach, but
his eyes were distant and unfocused, unable to fix on her. His breath was nothing more
than a horrible, labored wheeze, and fresh blood bubbled out from between his lips with

every exhale. Kunigunde touched his hand; the skin was cold. It didn't matter if she ran

to fetch a surgeon or not. For Hieronymous, it was already too late.
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She snatched her hand away and threw herself backward, scrambling to put some
distance between her and the dying man. She tasted bile at the back of her throat, and her
hands were shaking. She shut her eyes tight, then opened them, but Hieronymous was

still there, his life still bleeding away.
Something crunched under her foot. She looked down and there was her
broadside, tattered and dirty, the bottom half ripped away but the woodcut with its leering
ass-man still intact. Such a silly thing, nothing more than a few lines of terrible verse and
a picture that had already been used

to illustrate countless bawdy tales. Enough to

provoke japes and laughter, to needle a man's pride. But enough to kill? She hadn't had
murder in her heart when she'd set the type, just the desire for freedom.
Had she?

Movement flickered in the corner of her eye. She lifted her head and saw her
stranger standing in the narrow space between two alehouses. They met Kunigunde's
gaze

withthose singular eyes that were black

as the finest

printer's ink, then smiled and

inclined their head as if acknowledging a job well done.
Forget whatever your father told you about printing and magic. You've felt the

truth in your fingers. That was what they'd said to her, not so long ago, and their words
had proven

1¡us-\ /þs¡ was a thread of magic between her and the type, and it had

answered her cry for freedom. Had, in fact, answered it more effectively than she'd

anticipated.
She looked back at Hieronymous. He was barely moving now, the

life nearly

gone from his eyes. And as she stared at him, she remembered all of it: his dismissal

of

her talent and subsequent attempts to squash it, the day he sold the first of her father's
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presses and she'd stood and watched

with clenchecl fists and fury in her heart. The smirks

and whispers that followed her down the Stabgasse whenever she left the workshop. The

bruise that still marked her jaw, fading from purple to green to yellow.
Abandonment would have workedwell enough. But widowhood...widowhood is
even better. As a widow, she would never fear Hieronymous's shadow again. He would

never find his way back to her, could never petition the priests of Fricka for their union to
reinstated. He was gone.
She raised her eyes to the stranger, hands no longer trembling, and smiled back.

###
One month after Hieronymous had been laid in the ground, Kunigunde stood at
the type case and considered her future.

Marriage was an option, if she wanted it. The men of the printer's guild had kept

their distance immediately following Hieronymous's death, but a printer's widow made a
tempting target, and they'd started to make advances. Two days ago, Lukas Koburg,
himself a widower, had appeared at her door with a slab of salt pork and a not-so-subtle
question about how she was getting on as a woman alone in the world. Yesterday it had
been Martin Federbad, who invited himself along on her trip to the market and nattered

on about his nephew Wilhelm who lived ten miles upriver in Rotburg am Fluss; a fine
lad, he said, hardworking and of modest appetites, well-liked among their guild. But
Kunigunde hadn't answered any of them. The memory of Hieronymous was still vivid,
and she was in no hurry to make such a mistake again, especially not when there might

not be a need for the press to be under anyone's authority other than her own.
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A gust of wind blew through the open window and rustled the corners of the
manuscript pinned to the stand. She'd spent a week
phrase until she was satisfied that
summons, a demand for change.

it was what

writingit, agonizing over

she needed

All that was left now

each turn

of

it to be: a challenge, a

was to set the words loose.

She picked up her composing stick and reached for the

first letter. As her fingers

closed around it, she called on her Blessing. It came easily now, the light spilling from
her hngertips as soon as she summoned it, as if it were eager to go forth and do its work.
Go, she urged it as she set each piece of type in its place. Go forth and shape the world.
She printed this sheet herself. Sigemund would have helped

her-he'd

regarded

her with something like awe ever since he'd witnessed her Blessing burst out of her

fingertips and had even delayed his agreement with Herr Froscheber "until Mistress Greif
has someone to help her with the

press"-but

she wanted this piece to come from no

hands other than her own. She was slower than he was, and clumsier, but there was

something deeply satisfring about spreading the thick, tacky ink over the letters she'd
arranged, of setting a fresh sheet of paper in the press and pulling the bar with all of her
strength to make a clean impression. When she finally laid the freshly printed out on the

worktable, a warrn flush of pride ran through her veins. The work was well done: each
letter bold and clearly defined, with no stray smudges of ink marring the paper. A fine
example of the printer's art and a worthy vessel for her msssage.

ON THE ABSURDITY OF NOT PERMITTING WOMEN TO MANAGE A
PRESS proclaimed the first line, in the largest typeface Kunigunde could find. The "O"
was a particularly grand flourish of flowers and curlicues that commanded the audience

to read further and pursue every one of her arguments: that the wives of printers already
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kept the books and arranged loans, they entertained the authors who provided
manuscripts and formed relationships with the paper merchants and the booksellers; they
read the proof sheets and set the type. Women were Masters in all but name, and since no

Elder had ever taken an interest in the profession, the clergy couldn't claim any sort

of

divine prohibition against naming them as such.
She took it to the printers' guildhall at midday, when the main square was

crowded with the citizens of Avensburg going about their daily business. She wanted
everyone to know this was her work, that she was the one issuing a challenge to the guild

Let them read it, and speak of it, and her words burrow deep into their minds until they

couldn't help but agree with them.
She walked away from the hall

with her head held high. The sound of debate rose

behind her, first a munnur, then a roar, and as she tilted her head back to let the warTn
spring sunshine wash over her face, she was sure it was the sound of the future.
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Three Feasts

Mestra washed ashore with the waves. One moment she was a dolphin, her powerful tail

fin propelling her through the rough waters of the open ocean; then, in the space of a
heartbeat, human limbs sprouted from her sleek, gray skin as she splashed through the

shallows. Her legs trembled, not quite remembering how to move in this form, and she
barely managed two steps before she fell to her hands and knees. She crawled forward
out of the surf, the wet sand rough against her fragile skin, and collapsed as soon as she
was free of the ocean's pull. Every part of her ached. She dragged deep gulps of air into
her lungs as she settled back into her native configuration of muscle and bone. Her wrists
stung where the saltwater washed over them. She'd slipped out of the slavers' shackles as
soon as she changed her form, but she'd worn them long enough that the skin was red and

faw

"Still alive then, mortal girl?"
Mestra knew that voice. Actaea, one of the nereids, Poseidon's attendants who
danced through the waves. Mestra sat up, her damp, sand-encrusted hair trailing over her

shoulders and down her back, and looked over at the sea nymph. Actaea reclined on an
immense rock like a queen on her throne, her body on full display for any curious mortal

who might pass by. From the waist up, she was more uncanny than beautiful: skin pale
and moist like a fish's underbelly, long tresses of hair that looked like strands of thick
green kelp, but no one would pay attention to her human half when her tail inevitably

drew the eye. It was as long as Mestra was tall and covered with an array of green and

gold scales that looked like sunbeams dancing through shallow water. When the sunlight
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hit them, they sparkled in a þpnotic pattern that matle it easy to forget everything else,
even the dangerous currents that could dash a ship against sharp rocks.

"Yes," said Mestra, and began combing the sand out of her hair. "Still alive. You
and your sisters caused the storm that wrecked the ship?"

"We did. Our lord commanded us, and we obeyed. And we bring you an offer."
Mestra glanced up at the sky. It was so blue her eyes ached. "Tell me."
Actaea flicked that magnificent tail, sending a shower of sparkling droplets into
the air. "Poseidon has not forgotten you. He knows of the curse laid upon your father and
knows Erysichthon sells you over and over to try and sate his appetites." Another flick
the tail. "But the Lord of the Seas is still fond of you.

of

If you call upon him, he will offer

your shelter. Come and live with him beneath the waves."
Poseidon. She would always remember that day on the beach, when the waves

rolled in and brought the sea god with them, his eyes like storm clouds and his voice like
a

thunderclap. Her attendants had been overcome with terror and fled, so panicked they

forgot their duty to their mistress, but Mestra felt no fear. She was a princess of Thessaly,
and when he reached for her with eager hands and lustful eyes, she refused to run.

It isn't often that

a mortal

girl

stirs my desires, he said afterward, his voice

reverberating in her bones as she lay across his chest. For that, you deserve a gijt.He

pulled her up and kissed her full on the mouth. Her body changed before she could even
ask what was happening to her, flickering from shape to shape so quickly that when she
f,rnally returned to her mortal shape, she was breathless and dizzy. The Sea God laughed
at her astonishment and returned to his underwater realm, leaving Mestra to stare at her

limbs as she tried to comprehend what had happened.
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Poseidon might have favored her enough to grant her the ability to change her

form, but she knew how fîckle the favor of the gods could be. It was only a matter of time
before he grew bored with her, and then she'd be a mortal among the deities, a precarious
place to be. And besides, she couldn't live without blue skies and the warmth of sunlight
on her skin, the scent of earth in her nose, the gentle breeze ruffling her hair. "No," she
said.

"No?" Actaea laughed. Beneath the waves, the nereid's laughter was sweet and
alluring, even lovelier than the music of silver flutes. But here in the open air it was more
like the raucous cries of seabirds squabbling over fish, so harsh that Mestra wanted to
clap her hands over her eafs. 'oHe won't make this offer again, mortal girl. Think

carefully before you tefuse."

"I

am grateful, of course," said Mestra. "But no. I think

I might have had enough

dealings with gods."
Actaea shrugged.

o'As you

will. It's all the same to me. But don't come crying to

the shores when you regret your choice." She slid down from her perch and vanished

with one last flick of her tail, leaving Mestra alone with the crashing of the surf.
Mestra sighed and got to her feet, rolling her shoulders to rid them of the last
traces of soreness. She'd like to stay here for a while, let the warm sunshine sink into her

muscles while she listened to the gentle roar of the ocean, but there was no time to linger.

It would take at least two days to reach her father's palace, and she wanted to be far from
the coast by sunset.
She took one step, then another, breaking into a run.

It was always easier to

change when her body was in motion, the sharp crack of shifting bones and itchiness
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of

skin pulling too tight subsumed by the need to keep racing forward, faster and faster. Her
arms grew longer between one footfall and the next, her spine lengthened, her fingers and
toes fused together as the nails grew thicker and longer. By the time the sand gave way to
the coarse grass and shrubs that marked the beginning of the foothills, the transformation
was complete, wind rushing through her mane and tail as she galloped onward.
The journey to the citadel took her along the Pineois River, the mighty waterway

that flowed down from the Pindus Mountains and across the fertile plains before pouring

into the wine-dark Aegean. Stands of beech and poplar clustered close to the water's
edge, too close together for a horse to run through, and Mestra changed shape once more.

Her equine form shrank, limbs shortening as whiskers sprouted from her cheeks, and a

lynx padded into the shadows beneath the leaves.
On a late spring day such as this one, the riverbank should have been teeming

with life and beauty: birds singing to each other from the treetops, deer coming to the
water to drink, bright wildflowers sprouting out of rich, dark earth. But the air was heavy
and stagnant, as if all the world's vitality had drained away. Her keen lynx eyes

didn't

see

any other animals darting through the undergrowth, and her tufted ears heard nothing but
the wind rustling through the leaves. Even the trees themselves seemed faded and dull,

their branches drooping listlessly toward the earth; and when the sun slipped beneath the
horizon and she curled underneath them to sleep, there was no carpet of flowers to serve
as a bed.

She reached the Vale of Tempe late the next day,

just

as the sun slipped beneath

the western horizon. The vale was the jewel of Thessaly, surrounded by the mighty peaks

of Ossa and Olympus, the lush forests that swept down the mountainsides toward the
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river so rich with deer and boar that even Apollo and Artemis chose to hunt there.
Woodland creatures should have fled from Mestra's feline form as she slipped through
the trees toward the vale's western end, where the royal citadel stood, but the malaise that

lay over the rest of the land was here as well. She padded forward through the eerie
silence, her soft footfalls the only sound as she emerged from the tree line and padded up
the dusty avenue that led to the great bronze gates that guarded the palace proper.

It should have

been thronged

with people: petitioners from the rest of Thessaly

hoping to gain an audience with their king, hawkers selling olives and plums and tiny

votive statues, stern faced guards in gleaming armor who watched over everyone to make
sure the peace was respected. But there was no one, and even the footprints of past

visitors had faded away. Many of Thessaly's people fled when their king's negligence
allowed bandits to pillage their homes, and the rest knew better than to go to him for
justice or protection. They might as well ask the wind.
The gates were shut tight as she approached, but that was no barrier to Mestra.

Her form shrank, fur changing into leathery hide, the sharp claws of a lynx turning into
the webbed toes of a lizard.In this form, it was the work of mere moments to scale the

citadel's stone walls and drop down to the main courtyard, where she let her body stretch
and grow back into the shape of a young woman.

There was no point in going to the throne room. Erysicthon had abandoned the
seat

ofhis forefathers in favor ofhis

seat at the banquet table, and now the royal

receiving room was dark and cold, its oil lamps burned out and never rekindled. Mestra
turned her steps toward the banquet hall, the largest one in all of Greece, built from the
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wood of Thessaly's sacred grove and the only place in the palace that glowed bright

as

day from the burning lamps.
The vast space was dominated by an immense table that stretched nearly the
length of the hall. Its entire surface was covered in food-platters of roasted leeks
drizzled in olive oil and roasted lamb basted with honey, piles of fresh pomegranates and

figs, pyramids of bread and olives. It was enough to feast at least fifty men, but the only
guest was King Erysichthon himself, dressed in a grease-spattered robe and cramming

morsel after morsel into his mouth with his fingers.
Mestra dropped down onto one of the dining couches, tucked her feet beneath her,
and raised her hand. A thin-faced serving girl with dark shadows beneath her eyes slipped

out of the shadows at the edges of the hall and offered her a cup of wine. She took a sip,
savoring the rich, heady taste as it rolled across her tongue, and a moment later the
servant reappeared with a tunic, blue as

twilight and woven from wool so soft it felt like

a

cloud. Mestra pulled it over her shoulders and took a moment to enjoy its smoothness
against her skin. She hadn't touched anything so fine in weeks, not since her father sold
her to the slavers.

Erysicthon hadn't noticed her presence yet, entirely consumed by the task

of

devouring as much as possible. Mestra sipped her wine and watched him. He didn't even
take the time to savor the delicacies in front of him, barely chewing one mouthful before
shoving the next one in. His red beard shone with fat and dripped with stray bits of meat
and bread. He looked more like a starving animal than a king.

The sight of him made her chest grow tight and her eyes burn. She remembered
her father the way he once was: tall and proud, with shoulders seemed broad and strong
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enough to bear all the world's burdens. It was shameful to see him reduced to this,

nothing more than a wretch driven by the need to eat.
Mestra tried to ignore the moist sound of chewing as she regarded the excessive
amount of food. Her gaze landed on the bird that occupied pride of place in the center

of

the table, some species she'd never seen before. Its tail feathers were carefully ananged

in a simulacrum of life,to dazzling effect. She had never seen such plumage:

a

vibrant

assortment of reds and oranges, with just a hint of shimmering blue at the center. When

it

still had the power to flicker among the treetops, it must have looked like a streak of
flame.
She rose to her feet and leaned over for a closer look. Other than that magnificent

tail, there was really nothing to distinguish it from any other roasted fowl. It wasn't
particularly large, and it didn't smell any different from chicken or pheasant, yet this bird
had probably cost her weight in silver drachmas.
She tore a piece of flesh from the carcass and popped

it into her mouth. It was

expertly prepared: crackling skin, juicy flesh, seasoning that enhanced the flavor without
overpowering it. A dish worthy for the royal table, but no more than that. "How
disappointing." Her voice was loud in the cavemous hall. "I would have hoped I'd be
worth something a bit more extravagant."
The king finally looked up. Pieces of seafood stew dribbled from the corners

of

his mouth, and devastation swept across his face as he saw her eating. His throat bobbed
beneath his beard, and he lurched forward, arms extended as if to stop her.

"That's mine," he said, plaintive and nasal.
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Mestra shrugged and took another morsel. "I take it this is what you bought with
the money the slaver paid for me? Then it should be mine, wouldn't you say?"
Erysichthon blinked. The mindless hunger receded from his eyes, and this time
when he looked at her, he saw her.

"Daughter." His tongue flicked lizard-like over his lips. "You came back."

"I

came back," she said. She thrust her wrists in front of his face, so he could see

the marks left by iron shackles. 'oAnd no, you don't need to worry about any slavers
coming to your citadel demanding recompense for being jilted out of their prize. You
should sacrifice to Poseidon for that, if you were still capable of piety."

But he wasn't listening to her, his eyes fixed unblinkingly on the bird.
Mestra sighed. "What is it, then?"

"Bird of Paradise," breathed the king. "Found in the eastern forests at the edge of
the world.

At least a month's sail away. This is the first to reach our shores."

A shame, then, to kill and eat it, Mestra thought, but did not say. She watched her
father dig his fingers into the carcass and rip off chunks of flesh to shove into his maw.
For a moment, his face glowed with ecstasy, and a moan of pleasure escaped his lips. He
grabbed more meat, then more, until the bird was nothing more than a few scraps of flesh

clinging to broken bones, the once-glorious tail feathers spread around them like a fan.
Erysichthon groaned. "Not enough," he cried, fat tears dribbling down his florid
cheeks. "Not enough, not enough, not enough." He crumpled to the floor, arms wrapped

around his middle as he rocked back and forth.

"Mestra," he pleaded, staring up at her like a confused child. "Mestra, daughter,
flesh of my flesh, help me. You'll help me, won't you my child, daughter mine..."

66

She couldn't bear to look at him any longer. She turned her back on him and

hurried from the banquet hall, wishing she could close her ears to the sound of his
pleading. No one was there to challenge her as she left the citadel proper and followed a

narrow dirt path winding up the steep slopes that rose from the river basin. Rough stones

bit into the tender skin of her bare feet, and she over stray tree roots that her human eyes
couldn't pick out in the dim light, but she didn't change her form. The Grove of Demeter
was sacred to the spirits that lived in Thessaly's earth and water, its flowers and trees, and

it felt proper that

she approach

it in her true

shape.

It had always been one of her favorite places to go as a child. Her mother, Queen
Ianthe, liked to pack picnics of olives and bread and cheese, and the two of them would
eat the noon meal in the dappled sunlight that filtered through the leaves, then play hideand-seek among the quince and apple trees. When Mestra's moon blood came for the first

time, Ianthe showed her how to leave a votive wreath on the largest apple tree, the one
that grew in the grove's center and was sacred to Demeter, and Mestra offered prayers
there every month thereafter. When stood there, feet planted in the rich soil and the
sweet-scented blossoms dancing overhead, she felt the ancient rhythms of the earth

singing in her blood, and knew in her bones that this was where she belonged.
But now the grove was no more, the once-proud trees chopped down to build
Erysichthon's cursed banquet hall. Mestra walked through the ruined stumps until she
reached the one where the apple had once stood, then sat down and closed her eyes. She

remembered Ianthe pleading with her husband to stop his madness, to respect the sacred
places of the gods, but Erysichthon would not be swayed. Glory is better than piety,he'd
said as he swung the axe into the apple's graceful trunk, and Ianthe screamed in horror.
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Later, when she lay dying of fever while Erysichthon sat at his table, the priests
whispered that the queen's illness was a punishment wrought by the gods, but Mestra

knew better. She knew her mother's illness was brought on by her own grief, her despair
at the loss of the sacred trees.

A gust of wind blew down from the heights of Olympus, and for a moment,
Mestra was sure she heard the susurration of leaves. Mestra, they whispered, soft and

mournful. Mestra. The lønd cries out

þr renewal. Can't you hear it? V[/on't you answer

its call?
She opened her eyes. The moon was high overhead, flooding the scene

with

silvery light. "How?" she whispered, her heart aching. 'oWhat can I do?"
The rustling grew louder, and for a moment, she thought she saw shadows

stretching across the ground, dark like spilled blood. You know. The breeze danced
around her face, ruffled her hair. You lcnow. She saw her father lying on the floor of the
banquet hall, his innards exposed like a cow being prepared for the roasting spit, his dead
eyes staring dully up at the ceiling.

Mestra's breath caught in her throat. "No," she said.
done, he's still my father.

I can't kill him."

"I can't. Even with all he's

Just the thought made her tremble. Everyone

knew that to spill the blood of a parent, no matter what they had done, was a
blasphemous act. Doing so would invite the wrath of the gods just as surely as cutting

down the trees had, and she had no desire to bring a curse onto her own head.

"I

ean'T," she said again and ran back down the path, heedless of the stones

cutting into her feet, until she was back within the stone walls of the citadel. She slumped
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to her hands and knees as she struggled to catch her breath, tears stinging her eyes as the
image of her father's body danced through her mind.

And the lamps in the banquet hall kept burning.

###
The Bird of Paradise was not enough to sate her father, and before the month was
out, he sold her again, albeit into more pleasant surroundings. The island of Mykonos
was everything Thessaly was not; or, rather, everything Thessaly had once been. Its

rolling hills were covered with sweet-smelling wildflowers; the vines were heavy with
grapes so ripe their skins were ready to burst; and fat,

fluffy

sheep grazed on the high

pastures. Even the servants who dressed Mestra in her bridal finery had thick, glossy hair
and plump cheeks, and when she took her seat at the banquet table next to her new
husband, the hall was lively with music of flutes and lyres.

King Demosthenes himself was also every princess's dream of
and strong, with mischievous dark eyes and

a husband:

young

full lips that were inclined to smile. He was

quick to laugh as well, and when he bowed to Mestra, the pleasure on his face was
genuine.

"A toast,"

he said, holding his chalice high.

"To Mestra, Queen of Mykonos."

The guests roared in acclimation as Demonsthenes drank, then offered the chalice

to her. Mestra leaned forward and sipped carefully at the wine. It was rich and sweet, and
so

thick that its taste lingered on her tongue after she pulled away.

"I fear you

have made a poor bargain, my king," she murmured as the feast was

laid before them. 'oWhat has Thessaly to offer Mykonos? Our vineyards are withered and
our fields are barren. V/edding me will bring you neither wealth nor power."
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Demosthenes laughed. "Thessaly has Mestra, does

it not? Mestra of the Copper

Hair and the Storm-Gray Eyes, so beautiful she won the Sea God's love." He leaned in so
close his lips brushed the curve of her ear.

"I

It

am no fool: Mykonos is a small island.

will never wield power like Mycenae or Sparta. I say, let their kings wed for wealth

and

armies; I will marry as desire commands me." His mouth moved lower still and pressed a
kiss against the curve of her throat. It was indecorous in the extreme, but Mestra couldn't
deny the tiny

thrill that ran down her spine and made her toes curl. "If I will not

be

known as a warrior king, then let me be known as a king who wed a god's beloved." He
pulled away with and gestured at the array of dishes spread out before them. "But come.

It would be a shame to let this bounty go to waste."
The food spoke to the quality of Mykonos's kitchen. There were oysters, fresh

from the sea and lightly dressed with vinegar, octopus braised until it was tender, mutton
stewed with plums and raisins. Loaves of fresh bread made from finely milled flour ready

to dip into the bowls of green-gold olive oil, rounds of fresh goat cheese wrapped in
grape leaves. Lentil porridge, millet cakes sticky with honey, tiny fish fried in

oil and

sprinkled with pepper...dish after dish was set before her, but Mestra wanted none

of

them. The few bites she managed to choke down were as dry and bitter as ash, and she
sipped more wine to chase away the taste.

How much of this food am I worth? she wondered as a fat olive passed between
Demosthenes's lips. How many banels of oysters, how many lambs, how many amphorae
of honey were sent to my father in exchange

þr me? Her wrists ached. The welts left by

the slavers' shackles were already healed, replaced by golden marriage bracelets, but

their weight was the same.
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At last, Demosthenes rose to his feet and held his hand out to her. "Come, my
queen," he said. "It's time we retired."
The boisterous laughter and cheers of the banquet hall faded away as they made

their way through the palace corridors, Demosthenes leading the way to the royal
bedchamber. It was spacious and well-appointed, with frescoes of dancing maenads on
the walls, large windows that overlooked the ocean, and an immense bed made of cypress

wood. Mestra ignored the bed and walked over the windows and gazed out at the full
moon shining down on the water as the nighttime breeze brushed against her cheeks.
The same moon shone on Thessaly, on its barren lands and the lonely palace
where her father gorged himself. Her fingers curled against the broad windowsill. Her
place was there, was it not? Wasn't it her duty as a daughter of the royal line to serve
Thessaly when the king could not?

"What are you thinking of, my love?" Demosthenes's hands \¡/ere warm on her
shoulders.

"A

husband hopes his bride

will smile

on their wedding day, but your eyes are

full of sadness."
"Of Thessaly."

She kept her gaze fixed on the shimmering path of light that

stretched over the dark water.

"Of home."

For a moment, Demosthenes said nothing, his fingers tracing idle patterns on her
skin. Then he sighed. He was so close that his breath stirred her veil'
'oForget Thessaly," he said, and turned her around so they stood face-to-face. "The

land is no longer fruitful, its herds are sickly, its coffers empty. Its neighbors are only

waiting for the old king to die, and once he does, they will annex what remains of your
homeland to their own kingdoms. There is nothing left for you there."
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Each word pierced Mestra's heart like an arrow. She wanted to cry out in denial,

tell him he spoke nothing but lies, but she knew all too well what her father's greed had
wrought. She pressed her lips together and remained silent as Demosthenes continued, his
voice low and coaxing.

"But here, you can live in my palace, wear hne jewels, walk along the walls and
feel the sea breeze on your face." He smiled his easy, charming smile. "Stop running
back to your broken father. Stay here and be a queen."
Queen of Mykonos. It was a tempting offer: a life of fine food and pretty clothing,

walking along the palace walls and gazing out at the lapis-blue sea. She'd sit next to her

king's side at feasts, smiling at his guests and pouring them wine, and one day she'd have
little princes and princesses of her own. She could live her life and grow old on this
lovely island, and all Demosthenes asked was that she turn her eyes from the pall hanging
over her homeland and be content as a wife.
Is that who you are, Mestra? The murlnur of the sacred trees drifted through her
memory, so clear she might have been back in the ruined grove. Can't you heqr the land

cry out? they whispered. Can't you save it?
She squeezed her eyes shut. In the darkness behind her closed lids, the fields

of

Thessaly ran red with the blood of clashing armies, its forests were felled to make
warships, the ancient stones of her ancestors' citadel were scattered in the dirt like a

child's discarded toys. Her homeland, once one of Greece's mightiest kingdoms, reduced
to nothing more than a territory.
She

couldn't bear it. She was a daughter of Thessaly, and she could not sit idly by

while her land suffered. But to kill her

father-
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And then the answer came to her, swift and sudden as if it had been placed there
by Athena herself.
She opened her eyes and looked up at Demosthenes.

"I don't need you to make

me a queen," she said. She removed the circlet that held her veil in place and dropped

it

to the floor, then the heavy golden earrings, the amber necklace, the thick bracelets. She
shed her wedding finery piece by piece

until she stood naked, then turned away from her

husband and climbed up onto the windowsill.

"Mestra," he said, and reached toward her, but she was already plunging through
the air, feathers sprouting from her outstretched arms as her eyesight sharpened and her
fingers turned into talons. She brought her wings down, then up, catching the currents

of

air that lifted her high over the sea. Soon the lights of Mykonos's palace were nothing
more than a twinkle in the distance as she winged her way toward Thessaly, toward
home.

###
She arrived at her father's citadel in the middle of the next night. The only

light

came from the lamps burning in the banquet hall, although it was not the warm,

welcoming glow of a well-kept household, but a feeble, flickering half-light that spoke of
sickness and decay. Mestra walked toward it, her steps growing slower and slower as she
approached. There was a heaviness emanating from the hall's open doors, something foul
and dank, so strong that she nearly gagged as she stepped over the threshold.
She was greeted by a scene of gastronomical carnage. The bones of roasted goats,

lambs, and fish were scattered across the table in pools of congealed fat, sticky trails

of

wine spilled across the floor, and broken pieces of bread bore witness to the entire scene.
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And in the midst of it all was the broken King of Thessaly, frantically licking the plates in
an attempt to catch every last drip of olive

oil and every last shred of meat. He had

withered away even in the time it had taken her to sail to Mykonos for the wedding, his
body reduced to little more than skin stretched painfully over sharp bones despite the
amount of food he ate.
For a moment, all Mestra could do was stare at him, frozen by a mixture of pity,
disgust, and anger. "Father!" she called at last. Her voice faltered, and she had to try
again. "Fathsr!"

Erysichthon stopped mid-lick and jerked his head up. His eyes were wide and
bloodshot, darting frantically from side to side like an animal caught in a snare. Then
they landed on her, and he bared his teeth in a garish attempt at a smile.

"Mestra," he rasped. "Mestra, child, have you returned to me, even now? Have
you come to offer me your aid, one last time?"
She nodded.

"Yes," she said. She walked toward him, down the length of banquet

table, past the dregs of the feast, until she stood no more than an arm's length away from

him, close enough to smell the sour stench of wine and rancid meat emanating from him.

"I've

come to tell you how to free yourself."

He stared at her for a moment, mute, then began to laugh. He laughed until he
sobbed, fat tears dripping down his cheeks as he trembled like he'd been struck

with

palsy. "There is no way," he wailed and reached up to tear at his cheeks. "You think I

haven't begged Demeter for mercy? You think I haven't knelt in the ruins of that cursed
grove and told her how sorry I am, that I will plant as many trees as she wants if she will

only let my hunger be sated?" He collapsed to the floor, pounding his fists against the
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marble.

"I would rather be dead than live like this, as nothing more than a slave to my

hunger."
"There is a way." She turned toward the banquet table and picked up one of the
knives used to cut meat, a lovely piece with a handle in the shape of pomegranates and a
sharp edge. She held

it out to her father. "Here,"

she said.

"Only you can satisff your

own hunger. So free yourself."
Erysichthon stared at the blade, seemingly transfixed by it. Mestra didn't move,

didn't say anything, just waited. Then slowly, slowly, the king reached out and took the
knife with trembling fingers. "This will end it?" he rasped, looking at Mestra with a

child's need for reassurance.

"I promise."
"And you...you'll stay with me?"

"I will." He was her father still, and

she was his daughter. The same blood ran

through their veins, and she would do her duty and bear witness to his sacrifice.
He began with his left arm. His hand shook just a little as he sliced into the tender
flesh just above his elbow, then he lowered his head to the wound and tentatively licked

the blood. The taste of it seemed to make something give way inside him. He groaned,
his face contorted with ecstasy, then sank his teeth into his flesh, tearing chunks away

from the bone with single-minded savagery.
Mestra's stomach roiled with nausea, but she refused to look away. This was the
sacrifice that needed to be made to restore Thessaly: her father's blood, the blood of the
transgressor. He was still sobbing, the sound loud and ugly in the otherwise sepulchral

silence of the hall, but he ate with the dedication bom of mindless hunger, chewing each
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morsel cursorily before swallowing it down. The knife lay abandoned at his side as he
used his teeth to reduce his arms to ribbons, then moved on to his legs, pulling the skin

away to reveal pink, glistening meat that he bent forward to devour.

Any other man wouldn't have the strength to continue, but Erysichthon was
driven by the wrath of an Olympian. His fingers plunged into the open cavern of his
abdomen and tore out the pale purple coils of his entrails, then dug deeper still until he
reached the liver. The banquet hall echoed with the sounds of his agony, but he could not
stop. He pulled the dark red organ free from its prison with a wail that made Mestra's
eardrums throb; then lifted it, dripping with blood and bile, to his lips.

Even a man driven by the gods could not endure forever. Erysichthon took one
bite, two bites, and then slumped forward onto the floor, the last beats of his failing heart
sending blood streaming out over the marble to mix with the spilled wine.

A few red

bubbles clung to his lips, then faded away as the last traces of his life dispersed into the
air. His eyes were still open, but a certain peace graced his features, as if he had accepted
his fate and welcomed the end at last.
Mestra knelt next to her father's corpse and drew her hand over its eyes to shut
them, then rested her head on his chest. She stayed there, surrounded by the remnants

of

the feast with the iron scent of blood in her nose, until the oil lamps guttered out and the

hall filled with the gray light of dawn.

###
The sun was just lifting over horizon when she returned to the remnants of the
sacred grove. She sat down on the stump of the apple tree and closed her eyes, breathing

in the cool air. Her father's last moments were splashed across the darkness behind her
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eyelids like one of the frescoes on the palace walls, vivid and compelling. They would
stay with her until she died.

Something soft brushed against her ankle. Mestra opened her eyes and looked

down atatiny dormouse resting its paws against her bare skin. She smiled and reached
down to brush her fingers against its soft fur, then lifted her gaze to the rest of the
clearing. The wild creatures of Thessaly had come out of their hiding places to sit vigil

with her: lynxes and foxes, hares and martens, owls and spaffows. She'd taken all of their
forms at one time or other, and she knew intimately how it felt to soar through the air on
the soundless wings of an owl, or race across mountain pastures with the long legs of a
hare. She understood them and they understood her, and now gazed at her with their dark
eyes and waited to see what she would do.

Mestra took a deep breath. She knelt on the ground and set her hands on the earth

of Thessaly. All around her, the world held its breath. And then, at last, a single shoot of
green sprang up between her fingers, fragile but vibrant, the most beautiful thing she'd

evef seen

"Thank you," she breathed, tears stinging her eyes. Hope unfurled in her chest,
and she lifted her face to the sky, now the radiant blue of early morning, and for the first

time in years, the Queen of Thessaly smiled.
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Evening Faces

The fate of Genji Hikaru was decided in late October, when his wife, Aoi, stopped at the
Daimaru department store on her way home from work.

It was her turn to buy the sweets for the company's monthly meeting, and she
always brought dorayaki, the tiny pancakes filled with sweet bean paste. The shop in

Daimaru's food hall made her favorite variety, and it was easy enough to get off the
subway at Shijo and make her way to the department store basement. It was crowded

with all the other after-work shoppers, and by the time she'd secured

a package

of neatly

wrapped sweets, it was nearly six-thirty, right in the middle of rush hour. Aoi had little
desire to shove her way back into a subway car so crowded that even breathing felt like
an imposition, but one of her favorite tea shops was close by. She could at least sit and
have a cup of tea and a slice of cake while she waited for the crowds to thin out. Besides,

Hikaru usually worked late and didn't get home until close to nine, so she would still
have plenty of time to

fix him

some rice and miso soup even

if

she

didn't rush back.

She was nearly at the shop when she glimpsed a wine-red coat in the comer of her

eye. She turned around, a jolt of recognition thumping in her chest, but there was nothing
around her but a sea of black and navy. She shook her

imagination-but then she saw it again, just for

head-it must have been her

a second before

it vanished into the

entrance of the Teramachi shopping arcade.
She lcrtew that coat. Ever since she met him at university, Hikaru had been

enamored of fashion, the sort of student who wore tailored jeans paired with pristinely
pressed cotton shirts and leather boots that were just worn enough to convey a sense
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of

genteel adventurousness. "The clothes make the man," he liked to say in carefully
accented English, and just after they got engaged, she gave him a limited-edition

Burberry trench coat in deep maroon. He'd been delighted with it-Burbenys were a
classic, he told her, running his fingers over the tightly woven gabardine, and the maroon

color made it stand it out against a crowd.
But it couldn't be Hikaru. Hikaru was up for a promotion soon, and that was he
why he needed to spend so many long hours at work. He couldn't be here, in the middle

of Shijo-Kawaramachi, far from both his offtce and their apartment.
And even if itwas, why should she care? There was no rule that either of them
needed to tell the other where they were at every hour of the day. He was perfectly in his

rights to go somewhere after work, just as she was doing.
But the need to know had already burrowed deep into her brain, impossible to be
silenced. Without thinking about it too closely, she hunied after that spot of deep
maroon.

At this time of day, the shopping arcades were swarming with people: high school
students dressed in their nearly identical uniforms pouring into game parlors and queuing

outside of crepe shops, salarymen ducking into the dark maws of internet cafes, tourists
stopping right in the middle of the street to gawk at the brightly lit lanterns hanging
outside of Yatadera Temple. There were a few times when Aoi almost lost sight of that

distinctive maroon coat, but she kept her eyes fixed forward and made her way steadily
toward it, muttering the occasional "Excuse me, excuse me" whenever she bumped into
someone. The closer she got, the more

it looked like Hikaru.
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She was sure she recognized

that tall and lean physique and slightly shaggy haircut. She just needed to see his face to
be sure.
She was maybe six steps behind him when the

man-and oh, yes, he could only

be Hikaru, she'd certainly spent enough time studying that aristocratic

profile-turned to

whisper something in the ear of the woman walking next to him. She laughed in
response, ducking her head a bit as if she were shy, and Hikaru reached up to tuck a
strand

ofhair back behind her ear.
The sight of that gesture, so tender in its simplicity, was like a slap to the face.

Aoi jerked to a halt and watched as Hikaru guided his companion into a café whose
display window held plastic models of fancy parfaits, the kind with jellies and cake
topped with lots of fresh fruit and whipped cream. Aoi loved those kinds of desserts, but

Hikaru didn't really care for them. In the five years they'd been together, he'd never
taken her to that kind of dessert parlor, not even when they'd first started dating and had
been in the

full flush of young love.

Someone knocked into her, and

Aoi stumbled forward. "Hey,"

she said, anger

flaring hot in her chest. "Hey!" But the other person was already gone, swallowed up by
the crowd.
She needed to move. Without even

thinking about it, she made her way toward

the parfait shop until she was almost directly in front of its large glass windows, then

ducked out ofthe stream ofpedestrians and pulled her cell phone out ofher purse. She
bent her head over the

tiny screen and pretended to type out

surreptitiously peered in at the customers.
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a message

while she

Hikaru and his companion were at a table close to the door. His back was turned
to Aoi, but she had a clear view of the woman's face. If Aoi had any thoughts

of

persuading herself that this was just one of Hikaru's colleagues, and that the two of them
were just out for an after-work discussion about company policy, they immediately

vanished. This girl was probably only a few years younger than she, but while Aoi had
turned herself into a proper career woman, the kind who dressed neatly in suits and high
heels and made sure both her hair and makeup were always perfectly done, her

counterpart was clearly still a college student. Everything about her, from the gold

highlights in her hair to the loose scarf and Indian-print tunic she wore, hinted at a
bohemian sensibility that Aoi had set aside after graduation and the wedding.
She was shy, too, constantly ducking her head to hide her smiles whenever Hikaru

said something, then glancing coyly out from beneath her bangs whenever she responded.
She was young, and seemed imbued a sort

of artless charm that Aoi was sure she herself

had never possessed. She'd always been too aware of her family's expectations to be

anything other than a perfect student, a perfect young lady, aperfect wife.
Hikaru slid his hand across the table to tangle their fingers together, and Aoi

couldn't watch anymore. She stepped back into the crush of people and let the crowd
push her forward, past ramen restaurants and antique shops and brightly

lit convenience

stores whose aggressively cheerful music poured out of the mechanical doors every time

they slid open, until it finally spit her back onto the main street.
The subway station was only a block away, but the last thing Aoi wanted to do
was go back to the apartment. She started to walk south, away from the bright lights

of

Shijo, still clutching her bag of dorayaki. A group of revelers rushed past her, smiling and
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laughing as they made their way toward the bars that clustered along Pontocho Alley, and

Aoi wanted to scream at them. How could they still be so happy and carefree? Didn't
they know how fragile their carefully constructed lives were?
On and on she \üent, not really paying attention to where she was going. The

bright lights of Shijo faded away behind her, until she was in a warren of dimly lit side
streets where modern apartment buildings loomed over traditional wooden houses.

All of

them looked asleep. A dog barked somewhere in the distance and a car door slammed
somewhere nearby, but for the rnost part, she could have been the only person still awake.

By the time she'd walked for half an hour, none of her surroundings were

familiar. But she was sure she'd crossed Gojo Avenue a little while ago, and that meant
she had to be close to Rokujo. She couldn't be too far from a subway station. She

just

needed to find a place where she could sit for a few minutes and get her bearings.

The shrine appeared after she'd wandered for another block or so. It was small

-

really nothing more than one of the hundreds of tiny hokora scattered throughout the
neighborhoods of

Kyoto-with

a

bright vermilion torii gate barely tall enough for her to

walk under and a miniature honden hall to house the spirit. The faint yellow glow of the
streetlamps gave

it an eerie, almost ominous cast, and for a moment Aoi hesitated. But

there was a bench right inside the gate, and she was desperate to get off her feet. She was
wearing her work shoes, a pair of soft pink high heels that were certainly fashionable, but
not really meant to be worn on nighttime wanderings over uneven concrete sidewalks.
She sat down and slipped her shoes

off with a sigh of relief, then pulled her

cellphone out of her purse. It was just past eight o'clock. Hikaru usually came home at
around eight thirty or so, and by now she wouldn't get back to their apartment before
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nine. He'd be there when she walked through the door, and then she would...she

would...
She could

still

see the other

woman's face: young and innocent, a shy smile, no

makeup. Aoi wouldn't have thought a girl like that was Hikaru's type. Hikaru was

worldly- he'd

studied abroad in Scotland, liked to smoke clove cigarettes and drink

imported whiskey. She would have thought he would go to one of the hostess clubs, one

of the high-end ones where the women had all gone to university and spoke foreign
languages, who wore tastefully expensive dresses and whose voices were husky

with

whiskey and cigarette smoke. A college girl was a strange choice.
But maybe he liked that. Maybe he liked having someone young and innocent
looking up at him.
Anger boiled up inside her chest, thick and choking. It was enough to bring tears
to her eyes, and she bent over her knees and gasped for air, struggling to maintain some
semblance of control.

But it wasn't fair. She'd done everything that was expected of her, regardless

of

what she wanted. In high school, she'd had dreams of becoming a manga artist and
creating the comics she and her friends devoured on the train on the way to school, but

she'd set any thoughts ofart school aside to please her parents and pursue a boring, safe
degree in English Literature. They'd been delighted when she met Hikaru at university,
even more delighted when they announced their engagement. Then came Hikaru's subtle

hints that she shouldn't take a job that was too demanding, or one that she might actually
get invested in, because surely they'd have children before too long and wouldn't she
want to stay home with them?

All of those

concessions, and
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it still hadn't been enough.

A gust of wind brushed against her cheeks and made the tiny bell hanging frorrr
the eaves of the honden chime softly. Aoi shivered. The warmth of summer had lingered

well into October, but an autumnal chill had finally fallen over the city. It hadn't been
quite so cold earlier in the day. She wished she'd brought a cardigan.
The bell chimed again,louder and more purposeful, and this time, her shiver had

nothing to do with the wind.
Slowly, scarcely daring to breathe, she turned her head toward the sound. Her skin
grew tight, like it was about to burst at the seams, and her limbs became heavy as stone.
Some long-dormant part of her brain, the one that had never lost its connection to the
unseen world and made her turn a lamp on when she was alone at night with the darkness

pressing in around her, whispered at her to remain perfectly still. If she didn't move,
whatever spirit had chosen to make its presence known wouldn't see her.

But she had to know. Heart in her throat, she summoned her courage and stared
directly at the honden.In the faint orange light of the streetlamp it was completely
unremarkable, nothing more than a tiny wooden building scarcely larger than the stove in
her apartment. She let her breath out in a laugh and shook her head.

"Silly,"

she muttered and jammed her feet back into her shoes. "There's no such

thing as spirits." She stood up, grabbed the bag with the dorayaki in it, and cast one more
glance over the shrine.

And then she saw it. Something pale lurked in the shadows that clustered at the
corner of the honden, where the streetlamp's faint light couldn't quite reach. Aoi froze,
her lips parted in a silent gasp. Don't be silly, don't be silly, don't be
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silly. Ithad to be a

rock she hadn't noticed before, or some sort of flower. Something with a perfectly
reasonable explanation.

But it was moving closer. It crept towards her like

a

Noh mask floating out of the

darkness of the stage, a chalk-white face with unblinking eyes, lips painted dark red.

When those lips parted, the teeth behind them were painted black, and the croak that
emerged from them was what

Aoi's body fled before

Aoi had always imagined
she could even

a

hungry ghost to sound like.

think of what to do. She ran and ran,

heedless of the pain in her feet and the burning in her lungs as she sucked in desperate

gulps of air, consumed by the mindless need to escape. She could see traffic lights up
ahead, where Rokujo Avenue proper was, and the sound

of car engines was almost

enough to make her sob with relief. She stumbled to a walk, pressing a hand against a

stitch in her side, and fought the urge to turn and look. She wasn't sure what she feared
more: seeing that ghostly figure crawling after her, slithering from shadow to shadow like
an onryo, or seeing nothing at all.

"Go," she whispered to herself. "Go on," and she stepped out under the lights.
Being surrounded by the normal sounds of the city at night-pedestrians talking
into their cellphones, taxis honking at each other, the occasional burst ofchatter from a
restaurant

-

helped calm her. By the time she'd reached the subway station and found a

seat in the nearly empty train car, she could almost convince herself that the ghostly face

was nothing more than a momentary

fit. It had been dark, after all, and her emotions were

running high; that was surely enough to make her think she'd seen something ghostlike

lurking in the shadows.

85

"It

was nothing," she told herself as she climbed out of Kitagawa Station and

made her way toward their apartment building. "Nothing at all." But

if

she walked

just

a

little bit faster than usual, hurrying past the stretches of shadow between the streetlamps,
that was no one's concern but hers.
When she got back to the apartment, Hikaru was sitting at the table with his
sleeves rolled up to the elbow, eating sushi out of a plastic container while he read some

report or other. He looked utterly normal, like he hadn't upended her world just a few
short hours ago. The fact that he could just sit there and eat as if it were any other day
was astonishing to her, and she stood frozen in place at the entrance to the living room,

still clutching the bag with the dorayaki.
Hikaru looked up. "Ah, you're back." He gestured at the container with his
chopsticks. "You don't need to worry about dinner, I just grabbed something at the
convenience store. There's more in the fridge, if you want some." He looked closer at
her, his forehead furrowing with a frown. "Are you all right? You look upset."

Aoi opened her mouth, then closed it.

She looked down at her feet, clad in nothing

but flesh colored liner socks, and noticed a damp spot close to her little toe, where her
shoes had pinched too hard.

"I

had to stop on the way home," she said at last.

"I'm

sorryr

I'm late."

Hikaru shrugged. "It's ftne. I'm not so helpless that I can't take care of myself."

Aoi curved her lips into

"It's

a smile, but his attempt at a joke

been a long day," she said.

fell flat between them.

"I'm just going to take a bath."

"Sure." Hikaru tumed back to his reports.
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"I'll

go once you're out."

She made the bathwater as hot as she could stand it, then climbed into the tub. She

took a deep breath, dragging the steamy air into her lungs, then closed her eyes and her
head fall back. As the heat seeped into her aching muscles the face from the shrine drifted

further and further away. It was nothing more than her imagination getting the best of
her.

Then she heard it, that soft chime of the honden's bell. Her eyes flew open and
she

jerked upright, sending water sloshing out over the side of the tub. She looked

around, her heart beating a frantic rhythm in her chest, but there was nothing to be seen
but the white tendrils of steam coiling around her.
LLL
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Aoi wanted to ask Hikaru about the girl from the parfait shop. She intended to ask
him. She rehearsed that confrontation endlessly: while she rode the subway, made tea at
the office, sat across from him at the dinner table. She decided she would bring it up
casually, mention that a few days ago she'd needed to run an errand in Kyogoku, and

hadn't she seen him there? With a younger coworker, perhaps? He'd try to deny it and
pretend he didn't know what she was talking about, but she would just look at him and

wait. And bit by bit, he would fall apart, his confession would come spilling out, and he
would grovel and ask her forgiveness.
In her head, it all went perfectly. But whenever she had the chance to speak the
words aloud, they shriveled in her throat. She would open her mouth, ready to let her
grievances pour out into the world, and then she thought of Hikaru telling her she was

irrational, needlessly jealous, a silly little girl, and the only things she could think to say
were empty platitudes about the weather, about the meal, about their work.
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Nearly one month later, Hikaru told her he'd be staying in Osaka for a few nights.
'oMy group is working

a

joint project with the main branch of the firm," he said,'oand it's

going to be easier for me to just stay in a hotel close to their office rather than try to come
back so late."

"Why?" Aoi poked the last remaining rice grains at the bottom of her bowl. "It's
not that far. Doesn't Oguchi-san take the train from Umeda Station every day?"
ool'm

worried

I'll

miss the last one back, that's all." Hikaru smiled at her across

the table, charming and persuasive.
husband to take care

"It won't

be that bad. Just think, you won't have a

of."

She was expected to laugh, so she did.

"It's only for two nights. Maybe

"I

suppose

if you put it that way..."

three. By the time

I get back, you'll wish I'd

been gone longer."
She did her best to enjoy her freedom. The first night he was gone, she went to a

ramen shop for dinner, the kind of place she went to all the time when she was still a
student, and slurped down an enorlnous bowl of noodles and pork belly, then went to one

of the fancy cocktail bars close to the Gion district and sipped a whiskey sour while she
listened to jazz. A few years ago, she would have loved a night like this: the chance to

while away the hours surrounded by the bustle of Kyoto's nightlife. But now it only made
her wistful. She wasn't a college

girl anymore, with her whole life in front of her if

she

could only reach out and grasp it. She might still be relatively young in years, but shefelt

old: a wife whose life had shrunk down to whittling away the years until she became
pregnant.
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By the time she arrived back at her apartment, tired and a little sad, all she wanted
was to take a hot bath, crawl onto her futon, and

fall asleep.

She burrowed under the

covers and stretched her limbs out as far as they would go, enjoying the simple luxury

of

having as much room as she wanted. She rolled onto her side and wriggled her toes, then
let her body go lax. Her thoughts grew slow, her limbs heavy. Sleep beckoned her

forward, warTn and inviting.
But it remained elusive. Something nagged at her, a discordant note that burrowed
into her mind and made it impossible to drift off. Aoi groaned and turned her face into the

pillow, trying to block it out, but it was no good. The disturbance was like

a mosquito

buzzing so subtle that she could almost ignore it, but in the nighttime silence, it was just
loud enough to be initating. She finally gave in to the inevitable and opened her eyes,
peering groggily into the dark corners of the room.
There was nothing. She blinked slowly and turned her head, taking in the familiar

outlines of the dresser, the books piled neatly next to the futon, the chair where she liked
to lay out her outfits for the next day. Nothing was out of place. She huffed softly and
snuggled back into the pillow.

, Her eyes fell on a patch of shadows clustered in the corner of the room, just
beyond the reach of the dim light filtering through the blinds. Something snakelike
shifted within it, sinuous and slow. Aoi's breath caught. It's nothing. Just a trick of the

light. But as she watched, a thick tendril of darkness

separated from the mass and

slithered across the floor, like calligraphy ink spilling out of a bottle.
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Aoi jerked like she'd been hit with an electric shock, and her eyes slammed shut.
Just a trick of the light. Her heartbeat was loud as a taiko drum in her ears, her limbs
weak

as

jel ly. Just a trick of rhe tight.

Something rustled in the blankets at her feet, creeping closer and closer. A highpitched whine escaped her mouth, and Aoi buried her face deeper into the pillow. She

couldn't let it hear her. If it couldn't hear her, it would think she was asleep, and it would
leave her alone.

If it couldn't

hear her, she was safe.

Look at me. The voice was the whisper of dried leaves against ancient stone. Look
at me.
She

didn't want to look. As long as she didn't look, the face in the darkness would

be nothing more than a fantasy, a delusion summoned by her own fears and insecurities.
She kept her eyes screwed

hrmly shut, teeth clenched tight

as

minute trembles wracked

her body.

Look øt me. The voice clanged directly in her ear, loud

as the great

bell in Todaiji

temple. Look ot me. The command burrowed deep into Aoi's brain, forcing her eyes
open.

And there it was, that ghostly face from the shrine, hovering directly above her.

Aoi opened her mouth to scream, but all she could manage was

a

honible wheezing

sound. She watched, helpless as a pinned insect, as the spirit loomed closer and closer

until it pressed directly against her face. And it didn't stop there: it sank beneath the skin,
burrowing down to wrap itself around flesh and bones. She struggled to move, possessed
by an animal's desire to rip the invader away, but fear had sapped the strength from her
body. She hnally managed to lift her fingertips to her cheeks, and her stomach lurched in
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panic. Her skin was tacky, as if a heavy layer of powder had been smeared over it; her
eyebrows were gone; and there was a bitter taste in her mouth. She knew, even without
seeing them, that her teeth were black, just like those of the long-dead noblewomen of the

Imperial Court. Her face was no longer hers, but the face of a noblewoman of long ago,
that now only appeared in Noh masks. Aoi moaned, low and desperate, and then the

world fell away.
When she knew herself again, she floated high above the darkened streets. But
she was no longer alone. There was another presence whose thoughts twined around her

own, something ancient and strong that had lain dormant for far too long and was eager
to indulge in its sudden freedom. The Lady of Rokujo Avenue, Aoi realized,you're the
woman who lives in the shrine-and then Rokujo was forcing Aoi down, deep into the
layers of her own mind, leaving her nothing more than a passenger as Rokujo soared
through the air.
The city she once knew had been changed and changed again by nine centuries

of

fire and warfare, but the bones of Heian-kyo could still be glimpsed beneath the layers of
steel and concrete: wooden pagodas that had marked temple grounds for hundreds
years, the soft murrnur of the fountains at Shinto shrines, the tree-covered hills

of

of

Arashiyama, whose leaves whispered in the autumn breeze. She turned her gaze toward

Rokujo Avenue, but her mansion was long gone. Only a tiny corner of what had once
been the gardens remained, now nothing more than a few scraggly plum trees and a

lonely little shrine.
When she lived there, it had been one of the most elegant residences in the city.
The Minister of the Left, who was cousin to the Emperor, had lived there while his own
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mansion was being built, and the Emperor's nephew often liked to come and visit his
kinsman. She had found herself quite taken with the young lord, and her affections had
not gone unreciprocated. The two of them used to sit and look out at the duck pond with
nothing between them but a paper folding screen, and they sent poems back and forth to
each other on a silk fan. Even though she couldn't see him, she could smell the perfume
he used to scent his robes, something elegant and ref,rned, and with each passing day, they

crept closer and closer to the edge of screen. They began slipping their poems from hand
to hand, rather than using the fan, and then at last he moved the screen aside entirely and
they looked upon each other's faces for the first time.
She'd carried that moment through the centuries. She could still see his smile, feel
the touch of his elegant fingers on the bare skin of her wrist before they'd slipped beneath
her robes, hear his words of love whispered in her ear.... Only he'd left, hadn't he, gone

to chase some younger noblewoman while she sat on her veranda and watched the
crimson leaves fall away from the trees and ice creep over the surface of the pond.
He was dead now, nothing more than a memory that lingered on in the faint scent

of cherry blossoms. But the memory of his dismissal still burned within her, fuel for the
fires of her anger. She'd slipped from the world with that anger still burning within her,

thick and choking, and even now it held her to the earth like a tether.
The other woman stirred within her, and Rokujo saw another young man with a
dashing smile and a callous heart. That glimpse was enough to send her speeding through
the night, away from her ancient city in favor of the sprawling metropolis to the south
and west. She flitted unseen through the brightly

lit

streets, brushing against businessmen

stumbling out of karaoke bars, produce vendors rolling their shopfronts down for the
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evening, sharply dressed youths slipping into nightclubs, and, of course, all of the young
couples who fancied themselves in love. They were everywhere: sharing cartons

of

steaming hot takoyaki, holding hands as they strolled along the banks of the Dotombori

River, snuggling together as they rode the Tempozan Ferris wheel, all blissfully unaware
of how fragile their happiness was.
The scent of her prey drifted out from the underlying stench of the city: coffee
and cloves and just a hint of Scotch. There was lust there, too, sickly sweet and cloying,

drawing her forward. She followed it through the mazelike streets, passing easily through
walls and doors until she hovered in a tiny hotel room where the lovers rolled together on
the sheets.

Hikaru. The sight of him sent a shock through Aoi, pulling her up out of the
depths of her mind. She clawed her way back to the forefront, pushing Rokujo aside and

staring down at her husband and his other woman.
They made a pretty picture together, all slender limbs and dark hair. The girl's
arms were wrapped around Hikaru's back; his face was buried in her neck as he rocked

into her. Their shared gasps spilled softly into the air, and her spectral form drifted closer,
hovering among the shadows dripping from the ceiling as she stared down at their
entwined forms. The sight of them made rage boil through her veins, thick and

intoxicating, and the scene before her was tinged with red. Aoi's rage was Rokujo's; the

two of them now one.
Hikaru was in no position to notice her, but the girl's eyes grew wide and her
nails dug into his skin. "Daisuke," she gasped, not in pleasure, but in fear. "Daisuke,

there's something there."
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The name sent a frisson of surprise through Aoi-Rokujo, and the connection
between them quivered, unstable. Daiskue, Not Hikaru. Why...?

"What?" Hikaru glanced over his shoulder, but to his eyes, there was nothing
there. The men never saw her. "There's nothing.

It must have been a shadow." He turned

back to his-lover? Companion? Plaything?-and rolled his hips. "Nothing at all," he
said again, and pressed kisses along her collarbone, the curve of her neck, the point of her

chin: all of the places where he had once kissed åer.
Jealousy burned within Aoi-Rokujo, hot ancl all-consuming. She knew nothing

other than the need to hurt, to possess, to drive away the threat to the life she had given so
much of herself to build. She shrieked and descended onto the girl, covered her trembling

limbs and looked into her dark, terrified eyes. They screamed as one, the girl's spine
arching upward in a perfect curve as she dragged her fingers down Hikaru's back, hard
enough to leave bright red welts. But Aoi-Rokujo would not be deterred. Her anger and

her sorrow too great for her skin to contain, and she shrieked until her voice reached a
crescendo, high-pitched and tenible.

"Dußuke!"

screamed the

girl again, and the name

sent another shock through

Aoi, jolting her out of the spirit's thrall. She pulled back, confused, and the air shattered
like a mirror. The connection between Rokujo and herself broke apart, and Aoi opened
her eyes and sat bolt upright with a gasp. She ran her hands over her face, though her
hair, reminding herself that this was her body: the flesh she'd grown up in, the shape she
was familiar with.
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She lay back down and pulled the comforter up to her neck, but sleep did not
come again that night.

All

she could do was lie awake, staring ahead at the

wall

as the

grey light of dawn gradually seeped through the window.

###
Hikaru came back from Osaka with dark circles under his eyes. When Aoi asked
him why he looked so exhausted, he pressed his lips together and snapped that the project
was stressful, there was a lot riding on it, she wouldn't understand. She lowered her eyes
and murmured that

if there was anything

she could do to help, all he needed to do was

ask, and pretended that the words didn't leave a sour taste in her mouth.

Not long after that, one of Hikaru's university friends, Takashi, invited the two of
them to accompany him and his wife to the nighttime illumination of the autumn foliage
at Kiyomizu Temple.

Aoi agreed readily-she liked Naoko, Takashi's wife, and besides

that, anouting to Kiyomizu sounded nice. It had always been one of her favorite spots to
see the leaves. They were spectacular

during the day, when their vivid shades of orange

and crimson formed a brilliant collage stretching up the hillside, but at night, when they

were lit by the warm golden glow lantemlight, the effect was ethereal.

"Oh, this is lovely," said Naoko as they paused at an overlook. The leaves glowed

like rubies, vivid against the surrounding darkness. "It's been so warm that I thought the
leaves would never turn."

"Hmm." Aoi nodded in agreement, but she wasn't really listening. She glanced
over at Hikaru and Takashi. The two men had wandered slightly ahead, laughing loudly
at some shared joke as they clapped each other on the shoulders. Did Takashi know about

Hikaru's infidelity? Did he have affairs of his own?
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'oAoi-san?" Naoko's voice jerked her out of her musings. 'oWhat do you think?"

Aoi turned back to her just as a group of young women drifted past, giggling
loudly

as they stopped

to takes selfies under the trees. Aoi glanced idly at them, feeling a

twinge of envy at how carefree they seemed, then frowned a shiver of recognition
trickled down her spine. She looked again, closer this time. Surely it couldn't be-but it
was. She'd know the girl from the parfait shop, the girl from the hotel room, anywhere.

Her face was permanently etched onto Aoi's mind, and that was undoubtedly her,
surroundcd by bright orange maple leaves as she smiled and raised her fingers in the
peace sign.

There wasn't enough time for Aoi to even begin to think of what she should

do-

storm up to her and demand an explanation? Scream? Burst into tears?-before the girl
and her friends were moving on, heads bent over their phones as they scrolled through

their pictures. Aoi watched them go, frustration churning in her stomach. She knew she
should just let them leave, should forget she'd seen the

Hikaru's dutiful wife while

he

girl

and

just play the role

of

joked and laughed with his superior. And yet...

She pulled her purse open and

rifled through its contents. "Oh!" she said. "You

know, I think I must have dropped my compact somewhere." she flashed Naoko an
apologetic smile. "Please go on;

I'll

catch up." She didn't wait for an answer before

hunying after the group of girls, careful not to lose sight of them in the crowd.
It didn't take long for her to catch up. There was a tea hut just down the path, a
place for visitors to rest their feet while they sipped cups of tea or bowls of sweet red
bean soup, and the girl and her friends were standing in line to order.

Aoi slipped in

behind them, close to Hikaru's little paramour, and pulled her wallet out of her purse. She
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fumbled through the coins-hfty yen, one hundred yen, five hundred yen-then let a few
of them tumble out of her fingers onto the ground.
She gasped, loud and exaggerated, and crouched down to search for them.

"Sorq,/," she said as she edged closer to the girl.
and

"I'm

so solry, I just dropped some coins

I think they're by your foot."
"Oh?" The girl bent down, bringing their heads to the same level. "Let's

see...here's one." She picked up a silver two-hundred yen piece and held it out to Aoi.

Their fingers brushed and their eyes met. The spirit roiled within Aoi, filled with
the desire to lash out against her rival, and the girl's lips parted in a gasp as the color
drained from her face.

"I

saw you," she whispered, her voice trembling. "On the ceiling. Daisuke thought

I was havin g a frt, but I felt. . . it

was

yolt." Her heart was beating

so hard

Aoi could the

pulse in her neck. "So it wasn't...it wasn't a dream...."

"Yugao-chan!" Her friends had reached the front of the line. "Hey, what do you
want?"
The

girl-Yugao-started to get to her feet, but Aoi

reached out and grabbed her

wrist. "Meet me Saturday afternoon," she said. "At the Tully's in Kawaramachi. Can you
make it?" Yugao nodded, her eyes wide, and Aoi let her go.

"Thank you!" she said loudly, smiling at Yugao as she got to her feet and slipped
her coins back into her purse. "Enjoy the light up!"
Yugao jerked her head in reply, then turned and rejoined her friends. Aoi hunied
back up the path, retracing her steps to where she'd left Naoko. The other woman was
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gone, but

Aoi only went

a

bit farther before she fountl her sl.ancling next to her husband

and Hikaru, the three of them standing in a huddle near the temple's central pagoda.

"Ah, there you are," said Naoko, waving her over. "Did you find it?"

"I did." Aoi took her place next to Hikaru's side. "Would you believe it, it was
just lying there right on the path!"
"Yes, lucky," said Takashi. "Now, is anyone hungry? I know this fantastic eel
restaurant just a short walk away. What do you say we go to dinner?"

"We'd love to," said Hikaru, squeezing Aoi's hand. "Right, Aoi?"
"Of course." Aoi looked back at Hikaru and smiled, the perfect picture of

a

supportive wife. "We'd love to."

###
The Tully's at Kawarmachi-dori was always full, crammed with a mix of tourists

who clung to the safety of the bilingual menu and pointed at the appropriate word while
enunciating "Coffee" or "Latte" in excessively loud voices; office workers who needed a

quick pick-me-up during their all-too-brief lunch breaks; and students on their way to or
from either class or their part-time jobs. It wasn't the sort of quiet café that invited
patrons to linger for hours over idle conversation; it was busy and loud, its patronage
transient, and no one paid any attention to what was happening at the other tables.

Aoi arrived early. She ordered a flat white, contemplated the pastry

case before

deciding nothing looked appealing, then carried her drink over to a table by the window.
She pulled her phone out and read through her e-mail, half-watching the passers-by

streaming past as she waited. Every time the door opened, her stomach clenched with
nerves, and she took deep breaths to settle it.
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Be calm, she told herself. Calm, but
say: begin with an accusation? Let the

firm.

She thought about what she wanted to

girl speak first?

She'd been there for ten minutes or so when Yugao walked in, wrapped in a dark
green pea coat and a cream-colored scarf. Her gaze flickered over the tables, then landed

on Aoi. For a moment, her expression went completely blank, and she froze in place as if
a car were

baneling toward her. Then she raised her chin, drew her shoulders back, and

walked toward Aoi.

"I'm sorry I kept you waiting,"
ducked her head in a quick bow.

"I

she said as she stopped next to the table and

missed the first train."

"No, you're right on time." She smiled, perfect and polite. "Please, get yourself
something."
Yugao nodded and made her way to the counter. Aoi took a sip of her flat white
and grimaced. The espresso had an unpleasant aftertaste that not even the

milk could

mask; maybe she should have gotten a pastry, after all.

A cup clattered onto the table, and Yugao

sat down opposite

Aoi. Her gaze

dropped to Aoi's hands where they rested on the faux-wood tabletop and lingered on the

wedding band on Aoi's left ring finger. It wasn't an ostentatious piece ofjewelry, but it
was also hard to miss, the central diamond just large enough to hold someone's attention

if they happened to glance at it.
Aoi said nothing.

She was the wronged party here, the one who was owed an

explanation. Let the mistress break the silence first, make her excuses so Aoi could
pounce and tear them to pieces. I'es, whispered the spirit, eager for blood. Spit on her,

humiliate her, make her cry. The urge to reach over and slap the girl was nearly

99

overpowering, and Aoi had to clench her hands into fists to stop herself. Then it passed,
leaving her shaken and slightly nauseated.
Yugao didn't seem to notice. She sipped her drink, and when she set the cup
down, a thin line of milk foam clung to her lip. She wiped it clean, then took a deep
breath and cleared her throat.

"So," she said. "You and...and..." The words seemed to catch in her throat. She
bit her lip and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then glanced around at the other
tables, the people walking through the door, the crowds on the sidewalk, anywhere but

Aoi herself.
'oYes," said Aoi, cutting through the tension between them.

"Ah." Yugao lifted her cup,

set

"I'm his wife."

it down again. "I nsver saw him wearing

a

wedding ring," she said, and now the words came tumbling out of her mouth. "Daisuke, I
mean. I would never have gone on a date with him

if I saw a ring."

There was that name again, the name Yugao had cried out when she saw Aoi

floating above her. A false name. "His name is Hikaru. Genji Hikaru."

"Hikaru," echoed Yugao, and her eyes narrowed just

a

bit as her f,rngers tightened

on her coffee cup. He lied to her, too, realized Aoi. Lied to her, lied to me.
The silence lengthened between them, thick and choking. Then Yugao took a
deep breath and bowed her head.

"I sincerely apologize,"
addressing their superior.

she said, in the formal language someone would use when

"I know that doesn't

seem like much. But

I am not a woman

who would have an affair with a married man." A few stray wisps of her hair brushed the
tabletop.

"I sincerely apologize," she said again
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and then

fell silent, awaiting judgement.

Aoi stared at her. The presence lurking in the back of her mind roiled again,
clamoring for vengeance, and the urge to lash out boiled in Aoi's chest. She could refuse
to accept the apology, threaten to go to Yugao's university and reveal her poor conduct,
drag her name through the mud...

What would hurting this girl accomplish, in the end? They'd both of them be
miserable while Hikaru carried on with his work, got his promotions, earned more
money. Aoi's fingers tightened on her coffee cup. He'd played his little game without
regard for anyone else, doing whatever he wanted without a second thought...

"How did you two meet?" she said at last. Yugao's eyebrows drew together in
confusion, and Aoi asked again. "Tell me about it. How did it start?"

"Hmmm." Yugao drew circles on the table with her fingertip. "It was about six
months ago." Aoi's fingers tightened reflexively on her cup, and she had to struggle to
remain silent. Six months. She hadn'trealizedthe affair had gone on for so long.
Yugao hadn't noticed Aoi's shock. "We met at Karasuma-Oike Station. I was
there taking pictures."

"Karasuma-Oike?" Aoi raised her eyebrows. "There's not an interesting place to
take pictures, is it?" That part of the city was mostly office buildings in various shades
grey and brown, with a parade of suited businessmen streaming constantly in and out

of

of

their soulless entrances. She wouldn't have thought there was anything there that would
make for an interesting photograph.

"Funny." The ghost of a smile tugged at Yugao's lips. "That's what he said. He
was coming out of the station entrance and saw me with my camera, then asked what I
was taking pictures

of."
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He must not havc bccn wcaring his wedding ring. Did he take it off when he left

their home each morning, wondered Aoi, her stomach twisting, and only put it on once he
came back? But no, his coworkers would notice

if it were missing. He must have

been

careful with when he wore it and when he didn't, always calculating when he needed to
be the responsible married man and when he could play the dashing young suitor.

Yugao was still talking.

"I

said

I want to be a photographer and that I'm always

looking for...for..." She waved her hand vaguely through the air, like she was trying to
summon the corrcct words. "Things that are unexpected? That are beautiful
them the right way?"

4 faint blush

spread across her cheeks.

"I know that

if we look

at

sounds silly,

but I love it." She pulled her phone out, tapped the screen a few times, then held it out.

"It's maybe easier if you look."
Aoi took the phone and looked down at a picture of

a

plum tree in full bloom next

to the entrance of a convenience store. Most of the picture was rendered in black and

white, but the plum blossoms were a brilliant shade of dark pink, their vivid hue standing
out against the dull background like the memory of a warm summer day in the middle

of

wrnter
She selected another picture, then another: bright red leaves resting on a puddle

of

water, a single perfect wagashi sweet resting in the display case at a department store, a
cluster of verdant moss growing in the concrete in front of a convenience store. Aoi

wasn't a photographer, but even she could tell that Yugao knew how to make sights that
everyone took for granted compelling. Aoi would have probably never have thought a

display of umbrellas on a rainy day could be something beautiful, but Yugao's lens
managed to turn them into colorful flowers blooming against the dull concrete buildings.
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Aoi thought of her old sketchbooks that she hadn't been able to throw away, their
pages

full of fantastic beasts and girls with magic pouring out of their hands. "It's not

silly. They're lovely." Aoi handed the phone back to Yugao. "But Hikaru never had
much of an appreciation for photography. Or aÍry art, really."
o'Well, he definitely acted
Yugao turned the phone over and over in her hands.

like he was interested in it. We got coffee and he asked me questions about what I want
to do in the future. He was very charming." Her lips twisted in an attempt at a smile.

"Who wouldn't want

a

boyfriend like that? Someone handsome and charming and

successful?" Aoi could guess at what she wasn't saying: Too bad he was a liar.
o'But
enough about him," she said, so
Yugao set the phone back on the table.

softly the words were almost lost in the noise of the coffee shop.

"I

saw you that night.

On the ceiling."

And Aoi had seen her, too, sprawled out on the sheets with Hikaru, her skin slick

with sweat and her eyes wide with terror. "I saw you, too."
Yugao leaned forward. "At first, I thought I was dreaming, but..." She frowned,
her eyes fixed on the memory of that night. "But

I could feel something heavy bearing

down on me. It was hard to breathe. And then I looked up and saw your face...and there
was a shadow..." She shook her head, and her gaze returned to Aoi. "How?"

"I'm not entirely sure," admitted Aoi. "It

sounds qazy to even talk about

it."

"Oh?" Yugao raised her eyebrows a fraction. "I've seen some rather unusual
things."
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"I

suppose that's true." Aoi took another sip of her drink.

It was lukewarm by

now and tasted awful. "All right, then. I found out about you and Hikaru a few weeks
ago, when

I saw the two of you on a date."

Yugao dropped her gaze to the tabletop, a faint blush spreading over her cheeks.

Aoi paused, letting the moment stretch between them, then continued.

"I couldn't go home right away,
shrine.

..

" Her voice trailed off

so I went for a walk.

as she remembered the

I got lost, and I found

a

torii gate shimmering in the

golden light of the street lamps, the shadows gathcring around thc honden, thc soft

chiming of the bell. The presence crawling out of the darkness, ancient and angry. The
entire incident could have been nothing more than a waking dream, if it weren't for the
presence that now hovered constantly in the back of her mind, whispering its song of pain
and sorrow.

"A shrine?" prompted Yugao, pulling Aoi out of her reverie.
"Yes," said Aoi. She tilted her head to the side, considering. "Vy'ould you like to
go for a walk?"

###
It took

a

while to retrace her steps. Aoi remembered that the shrine was just

off

Rokujo Avenue, but it was difficult to remember the exact place-she'd been distracted
that night, filled with a potent mixture of sadness and anger as her mind taunted her with
images of Yugao and Hikaru, and she'd had only a vague sense of where her feet were

taking her. All of the streets and alleyways she led Yugao down looked vaguely familiar,
but that meant nothing-Kyoto was full of residential areas that were nearly identical,

full of the same mix of apartments and laundromats and convenience stores, and
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she

could be remembering any one of them. But then she saw apair of vending machines
next to a bike rack that she was sure she'd seen before, and when she passed an
apartment building called the Rose Garden Mansion, she knew she wasn't far off.

"It's just a little farther,"

she said, and turned right.

"This way."

In the weeks since that initial encounter, the shrine had loomed large in Aoi's
mind, a place of darkness and foreboding that stood at the crossroads between the world
of mortals and the world of ghosts. But now that she saw it in the gray, dreary light of a
November aftemoon, it was just another neighborhood hokora: small and a bit dull,
tucked amidst the concrete buildings like an afterthought of the spirit realm. The base
the

of

torii gate was speckled with mud, the wooden frame of the honden worn down by

years of wind and rain. There was nothing compelling about it, nothing that hinted

it

housed a spirit so powerful even the long passage of centuries couldn't dull its rage.

But as she stepped through the torii, Aoi felt as if a spider had just crawled down
her spine, and the air tasted like rotten leaves and fetid water.

"Here," she breathed, and looked back at Yugao. "This is the place."
Yugao hesitated, then followed Aoi through the gate. She drew her coat tightly
around her body as she passed beneath it, and for a moment, her eyes grew distant and
unfocused.

"I'm cold,"

she said.

"The spirit knows you're here," murmured Aoi. "And it's angry at you."

"Angry at me?" Yugao stopped, her eyes darting around the tiny shrine grounds

if

she expected something to leap out at her.

"Why?"

"I think it's because of me." Aoi glanced over

at the honden. Was

it her

imagination, or did something move within its dark interior? "It felt how angry I was
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as

when I came here, and that...I think that called to it and let it out. And I was thinking
about you and Hikaru, and why he would choose

you..."

A gust of wind blew past them, so soft it barely stirred the hair lying against Aoi's
neck, but the bell hanging from the honden's eaves rang softly.
Yugao eyed it uneasily. "But I didn't mean to hurt you," she said.

"I told you, I

didn't know he was married."
"The spirit doesn't cate." Aoi closed her eyes, the spirit roiling within her. "It's
been lingering here for centuries.

"I'm

All it understands

sorry', said Yugao, her voice pleading.

She laughed a bit, bitter and sad.

it in her voice.

jealousy and allger and revenge."

"I won't

see

him again,I promise."

"I don't even want to."

"I believe you." And Aoi did. She opened
face, hear

is

her eyes and saw the truth in Yugao's

She knew Hikaru had hurt this girl

just

as

he'd hurt her, used his

charm to lie to her and take what he wanted, but the spirit...

All the spirit wanted was vengeance,

and it wouldn't return to its slumber until

it

was satisfied.

Yugao's eyes searched her face. Then she took a nodded sharply, walked toward
the honden, and clapped her hands twice before bowing her head in the traditional ritual

ofprayer.

"I

understand you're angry atme," she said as she straightened.

"I know why. But

what about me?"

Another gust of wind brushed past Aoi. The bell rang again, the sound shivering
in the air, and the spirit grew still, crouching in Aoi's consciousness like a wildcat as it
waited to hear what Yugao would say.
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"Go on," said Aoi.

"Your husband insulted you." Yugao held Aoi's gaze."He insulted you, but he
insulted me, too. He lied to us both." She lifted her chin, and she no longer looked like a

quiet, shy, somewhat naiVe college student. She looked like a woman in the grip of
righteous anger, the same anger that had drawn Aoi to this very place. "I hurt you, but it
wasn't just me."

Aoi remembered the evenings spent in the apartment she shared with Hikaru,
cooking dinner

as

jealousy chumed in her belly. Then the world dipped and she was also

Rokujo, whiling away long hours in her villa composing poem after poem, clinging to the
increasingly fragile hope that maybe her lover would visit her today, the perfume of his
robes announcing his presence as he crossed the veranda. They were all the same, those

men, only thinking of themselves and their own pleasure, careless of any the devastation

left in their wake.
And then she was back in the November afternoon, standing in the lonely little
shrine holding Yugao's hands in her own. Their eyes met-Yugao's, Aoi's, and

Rokujo's-and the beginning of an idea hovered between them, almost shimmering in
the air.

"The spirit is hungry," said Aoi. "But I don't think it needs you, not necessarily. It

just needs to be satisfied."
Yugao's fingers tightened around hers. "Hikaru," breathed Yugao and Aoi and
Rokujo all together, and for the first time, they smiled at each other.

###
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A week later, just when Aoi was settling in at her desk after her lunch break, her
phone chimed with an incoming message. She looked down and saw it was from Yugao:
We're meeting tonight.
That morning, Hikaru had told her not to bother making dinner for him. "A group

of us are going out after work," he'd said. "Drinking and karaoke. We just closed on a
major contract and need to celebrate." He leaned forward and brushed a kiss against her

lips. "Don't wait up for me."

Aoi had ncvcr considcrcd hcrself much of an actress, was sure he'd

see the

suspicion in her eyes and hear the insincerity in her voice as she said she wouldn't and
wished him a good day. But he'd just put his shoes on and left with the same smile he
gave her every day. Maybe she was more convincing than she thought.

Or maybe Hikaru had never paid much attention in the first place.
lMe'll be there, she typed in reply, and turned back to her computer screen.
The rest of the day crawled along at an interminably slow pace. Aoi answered the
phone and took messages, made tea and organized spreadsheets, but every time she
checked the time, only another five minutes or so had passed. By the time she left the

office, she felt ready to crawl out of her own skin. It took an effort to sit still on the
subway, to not tap her feet against the floor in an attempt to disperse some of the restless
energy bubbling under skin.
Her apartment was dark when she stepped inside. Aoi toed her shoes off and went
straight to the bedroom, not bothering to turn on any lights. She pulled her clothes off,
tossing them carelessly onto the tatami, then crawled onto the futon and waited.
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It was difficult at first. The heady mixture of anticipation and anxiety that had
followed her throughout the day was still racing through her veins, and she tossed and
turned under the heavy duvet as she tried to settle her mind and body. But as the shadows

lurking in the comers of the room grew darker and the sound of outside trafhc faded into
the deeper silence of true night, it became easier to drift into quiescence. Her breathing
slowed as her limbs sank into the bedding and her consciousness opened wide to the
murrnurs of the netherworld.
The spirit grew out of the shadows lurking in the corner, its hunger reaching

toward her like trails of spilled ink. Fear quivered in Aoi's stomach, but this time she
forced her way through it, held it tight and refused to let it master her. "Come to me," she
murmured, and stretched her hand out across the duvet, her fingers curled gently against
o'Come
her palm.
to me."

The spirit slithered toward her like a snake, sliding up her legs and twining around
her throat.

Aoi parted her lips in an invitation. "It's all right,"

pressed against her, heavy and insistent.

open.

"I want this, I want

us to be

"It's all right,"

she sighed as the

spirit

she said again, and let her mind

together...."

The spirit slipped inside her mouth and down her throat, bringing with it the fiery

thrill of anger, the bone-deep

weariness of sorrow, the nauseating curl ofjealousy. And

the memories came, too: the bold, black brushstrokes of her lover's calligraphy tuming
gray as her tears fell on yet another poem meditating on how winter must inevitably give

way to spring; the heavy scent of incense in her nose as she bowed before a gilded statue
of the bodhisattva Kannon and prayed in vain for the darkness to leave her heart; raking
her fingers through the tangled mess of her hair as her Shining Prince departed for the last
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time, leaving nothing but the faint scent of his perfumed robes. They swirled tluough her
mind like a flock of restless birds, and for a moment, Aoi wanted to let them sweep her
away.

But she held on to what made her Aoi: the pleasure of whiling away an entire
aftemoon with a book and a pot of steaming barley tea, the satisfaction of slipping her

high heels off as soon as she walked through the door, thelazy indulgence of a hot bath
on a cold winter evening. She turned those sensations into a bulwark, and the spirit
battered against

it until it finally retreated to the edges of her awareness, where it waited

to see what Aoi would do.

I

see

you. Aoi pressed her incorporeal self against the spirit. I see you, I see your

pain, and I want to ease it.
For the space of a heartbeat everything was still. But then the spirit bore her aloft,

high above Kyoto's dreaming streets, only this time, Aoi wasn't swept along like a stray
leaf tossed onto a stream. This time she and the spirit were united in their shared purpose
as they soared over the centuries-old wooden pagodas and

bright neon signs ofkaraoke

bars, drawn inexorably toward the unremarkable hotel just

off of Sanjo-dori by the heady

perfume of lust and betrayal that emanated from it.

Hikaru and Yugao were naked. They lay together on top of the Western-style bed,
their entwined limbs pale against the dark sheets. Hikaru's face was buried against the
swell of Yugao's breasts, panting open-mouthed against her skin as he thrust into her.
Yugao's fingers dug into his shoulders with each roll of his hips, but her face was not that
of a woman lost to passion. Her eyes were open and aware, not closed in ecstasy, and
they widened in recognition as Aoi-Rokujo unfurled across the ceiling.

I

l0

She must have tensed up, because Hikaru stopped and raised his head. "What is

it?"
"Nothing." She slid her hand into his sweat-drenched hair and pressed him back
down. "Keep going."

For a moment the spirit thrashed against Aoi, its desire to destroy a rival who had
stolen the devotion that was its rightful due. Its rage burned hotter than a forge, and there

was a part of Aoi that thrilled to the thought of giving in to it. Why not destroy both

of

them, these people who had wronged her, why not let them die of fright in their soiled
nest of lust...

But Yugao was still staring at her, and that was enough to remind Aoi of her
purpose. .^/o. She curled her thoughts around the spirit, thought of Hikaru and his
callousness toward both of them. Not her.

Hikaru.

Hikaru, echoed the spirit. That had been his name, too, hadn't it, that long-ago
Shining Prince who turned his back on her? Hikøru, it hissed, the two of them uniting
once more, and Aoi-Rokujo drifted down from the ceiling until she hovered just above

the couple's tangled limbs.

Hikaru paused and lifted his head.

"A draft," murmured Yugao.

'oI

feel something."

She rolled her hips, and

Hikaru's breath stuttered.

"Ignore it."

Hikaru groaned. His heartbeat was loud as a taiko drum, its insistent rhythm
calling Aoi-Rokujo forward. She plunged beneath Hikaru's skin, burrowing through
layers of fat and muscle until she reached the fickle organ, then wrapped around it and
squeezed tight.
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Hikaru's limbs twitched in
as he struggled

a caricature

of a kabuki dance, his mouth gaping open

to breathe. But there was no escape for him. Yugao straddled him, her

fine hair falling around her face as she leaned over him and pressed his shoulders against
the mattress.

"Is it done?" Her voice was high and strained. "Is it over?"
Not quite. Aoi-Rokujo tightened her grip, the heart beating like
escape a snare, and then,

a

bird trying to

with one last thump-thump it fell still. His muscles twitched; his

breath rattled in his throat. She waited a moment longer, just to be sure, then slow

withdrew from his body until she hovered next to Yugao, so close she could sense the
warmth of the girl's skin.
The three of them stared at Hikaru. A purple-red tongue poked out from between
his teeth, and his eyes bulged out of their sockets. The whites were streaked red from
broken blood vessels. In life he had possessed a seemingly effortless handsome charm,
but that \¡/as gone now, leaving nothing but a sack of empty flesh that already carried the
unsettling aura of death.
They breathed out as one, a long sigh of completion. The furnace of anger that
had fueled the spirit sputtered and grew dim. And then Aoi-Rokujo was

drifting away,

rising up into the night sky like a tendril of smoke. A gust of wind blew down from the
mountains east of the city, rustling the leaves and sending a chill through the pedestrians

still out and about on the dark streets. Her spectral form quivered, barely holding
together, and then it dissolved like dandelion seeds on the wind, Rokujo fluttering back
toward her shrine while Aoi...
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Aoi rolled over onto her side, gasping for air.

She struggled out of the sheets

twined around her limbs and scrambled out onto the tatami floor, then crouched on hands
on knees as she sucked air deep into her lungs. She could feel sobs pressing against her

lips and she forced them down, her eyes squeezed shut as her body trembled so hard she
was almost afraid it would break apart.
She

didn't move until the phone rang.

###
The funeral itself was an appropriately somber affair. It was held in the first week

of December, in the dull stretch of time when the last of the maple leaves had fallen to
the ground and before the prospect of Christmas and New Year's brought an air of festive
excitement to the city. Icy sleet began falling from the sky as the mourning party arrived
at the temple to burn offerings of incense and place flowers in the casket, and by the time

they departed for the crematorium, the ground was covered with a thick layer of icy
slush.

It

seeped right through the

thin leather of Aoi's high heels, and by the time she

reached the car she was sharing in with her in-laws, they might as well have been ruined.

It took two hours to burn the body. They passed the time sipping endless cups of
green tea and eating delicate cookies from the new French patisserie near the Gion

district. Aoi kept to herself, the perfect picture of a demure young widow with her
stocking-clad legs crossed at the ankle, her makeup understated and tasteful, not a single
strand of hair out of place. She didn't weep, but the Genji family had always valued

restraint over excessive emotion and didn't take her stoicism for a lack of grief. Instead,
she smiled

politely whenever anyone approached her to offer their condolences.

Everyone was careful to say how tragic the entire affair was-there had been no history
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of heart disease in the family and Hikaru was so vcry young. And how sad, that the two
of them didn't have any children! Hikaru had been so handsome. The baby would have
been beautiful, and he would have been a wonderful father. Such a shame.

When they finally gathered around the remains of Hikaru's body to take turns

plucking pieces of bone out of the soft gray ashes with long silver chopsticks, Aoi was
completely worn down. All she wanted was to get away from the sympathetic looks and
comments. She looked across the table at mother-in-law and in the moment when their
eyes met,

Aoi saw a bricf flickcr of sympathy in the older woman's dark gaze. Aoi

wondered what the older woman knew about her son. Had she known about his affair? Or
had she once been in

Aoi's place, watching as her husband canied on with another

woman while she stood by, outwardly serene but inwardly seething?
Then the moment was gone. Someone passed a shard of bone to Aoi, she passed it
on to her brother-in-law, and the rite of mourning continued until all that remained

of

Hikaru was jumbled together in a small urn, ready to be carried to the cemetery.

###
Two months later, just when the first hints of spring began to creep into the chilly
February days, Aoi passed a poster for a new photography exhibit at the Kyoto Municipal

Art Museum hanging in the subway station. At first, she gave it nothing more than a
passing glance as she hunied toward her platform, but something about the promotional
image tugged at her memory, urging her to take a second look. She stopped, nearly

colliding with the salaryman walking behind her, and muttered

a

quick apology as she

retraced her steps.

Of course, she realized as she drew closer. She'd seen that picture of two vivid
maple leaves floating down the Katsura River before, on Yugao's phone. She read over
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the exhibit information. It was a selection of student pieces specially chosen for display
by the curator of photographic prints, meant to highlight the next generation of Kyoto
artists. Opening reception on February

l0th-today-from

seven to nine, providing an

opportunity for guests to mingle with the artists and ask questions about their work.

Aoi glanced at her watch. It was a quarter to seven now, but she no longer had
any need to hurry home and make dinner for her husband. She could do as she liked. She

walked past her usual subway platform and made her way to the trains heading toward
the art museum.
There was already a crowd in the photography gallery when she arrived: college
students in slim-fitting jeans and fashionably cut blazers, museum staff armored in

professional suits and skirts, well-dressed men and women whose impeccably tailored

clothing hinted at a certain amount of wealth-collectors, maybe, hoping to discover new
talent before anyone else. Aoi tucked her handbag against her side and let the soft

muffnur of conversation flow over her as she made her way through the exhibit. She
reached the end of the gallery just as a young couple stepped away from two large

photographs hanging on the wall. Aoi stopped short, unable to contain a soft grasp as she
stared at them.

It was the shrine. The picture on the left was of the torii
vermilion against

a pale background,

gate, glowing

bright

while the picture on the right showed the honden,

small and unassuming, the twisted hemp rope hanging from its eaves guarding the
darkness within.

Aoi walked closer and looked at the text label hanging to the

is a city of ghosts,

side. Kyoto

it read. Even as it embraces the modern world, the spirits of the past

linger on. I have recently become fascinated by the small neighborhood shrines. Stepping
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into them is to enter a liminql space between the past and present, the spiritual and
mundane...
She glanced back at the picture of the honden.It was only a photograph, but

for

a moment, she thought she

just

could see something lurking within it, like a Noh mask

emerging from the shadows of a darkened theatre. Even though the gallery was wann,
she shivered and drew her coat around herself.

"Do you like them?"

Aoi looked up to see Yugao bow in greeting.

She was dressed neatly in a navy

skirt suit and high heels, her hair swept back in a neat bun with just a few bangs left
hanging down to frame her face. She looked older than she had even a few weeks ago,
more like a selÊassured young woman than a college student trying to find her way in the

world. It suited her.

Aoi bowed in return, even as a thin tendril of guilt wriggled in her chest. She
hadn't spoken to Yugao after Hikaru's death, not even to ask how she was doing. It had
been easy to make excuses at

first-she

had to tend to the funeral arrangements, deal with

her in-laws, speak to the lawyers-and with each passing day, the thought of sending a

text grew more and more difficult. In the end, she'd waited until Hikaru's will was
settled, then forwarded half of her inheritance to Yugao. The gesture had seemed hollow

in the face of what they'd done together, impersonal and inadequate, but she'd needed to
do something.

"They're lovely," said Aoi when she found her voice. "Melancholy, but lovely.
Dreamlike. When did you take them?"
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"A week or so after...after it happened." Yugao tripped a bit over the words, then
regained her composure.

"I don't know, I felt that I needed to go back to feel like it was

over." She walked toward Aoi and stood next to her, gazing at the central picture.

"I

didn't feel anything, not like I did when we went there. It was just a shrine. Quiet and

a

little lonely." Her gaze slid to Aoi. "What about you? Have you gone back?"
Aoi shook her head. "Not yet." She'd thought about it from time to time, of
getting off the train at Rokujo Avenue and making her way to the shrine, but she had no
idea what she would actually do there. Say goodbye? Offer thanks? She wasn't sure.

And besides that, there was apart of her that was afraid. The spirit had left her in
peace after that night, its lust for vengeance seemingly satisfied with Hikaru's life, but

Aoi still found herself waiting for the moment when it would rear up inside her, shoving
against her mind and demanding entry.

"I wasn't

sure

if I wanted to, at ftrst,"

said Yugao.

"But I'm glad I did. It was like

closing a door."

"That's good." Aoi hesitated, trying to find the right words. "I'm sorry that I
didn't reach out to you, afterward. I wasn't sure what I would say."

"It's all right." Yugao tucked

a strand of hair behind her ear. "We didn't meet

under the best of circumstances. And besides, I appreciated your...your gift. It wasn't
necessary."

"It was," said Aoi.

o'It

was the least

I could do."

The two of them lapsed into silence, and the soft murmur of the surrounding
conversations rushed in to

fill

the void between them. Aoi remembered their meeting at

the coffee shop-not so very long ago, but so much had happened since then-and how
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she had waited for Yugao to break the silence between them. This time, she spoke first.

"It's good to see that you doing well."

She gestured at the photographs.

"I hope you

continue to have success."

"Thank you." Yugao's smile was small, but genuine. "I'm glad you came."

A few more people drifted toward their end of the gallery. A young man walked
toward the pictures of the shrine, his hands shoved deep in his pockets as he leaned

fbrward to examine them. Yugao subtly straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin, an
artist ready to talk about her work, and Aoi felt the moment between them come to an
end. She bowed and murmured a brief farewell and made her way back through the

gallery, lingering occasionally to look at the other photographs. When she reached the
entrance, she glanced back and saw Yugao deep in conversation with the young man, her

expression bright and engaged. Aoi watched her, a curious ache in her chest, then finally

walked out into the night and made her way back home.

###
The Saturday after the photography exhibit, Aoi went to the Daimaru department
store to find a gift for her coworker's birthday.

It

was

just before Valentine's Day, and

the store was crowded with displays of chocolate hearts and stuffed toys meant to convey
love, ot at least, affection. Aoi paused in front of a selection of chocolates wrapped in red
and pink

foil.

She and Hikaru had never cared much about Valentine's Day.

He'd always

said it was a holiday for high schoolers, and that such overt displays of sentimentality had

no place in an adult relationship.
Then again, maybe he'd only said that to her. Maybe he'd had other girlfriends
over the years that he'd been willing to be more sentimental with, or maybe Daisuke had.
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She took a small box of chocolate hearts to the register and paid

for it, smiling politely

as

the cashier slipped it into a bright red bag and taped it shut.

It was a pleasant day for

a

walk, warrn enough to be spring like. Aoi left the

bustle of Shijo behind and made her through the warren of side streets toward Rokujo
Avenue, past the grey concrete apartment buildings and dingy laundromats until the

vermilion torii

gate appeared. She hesitated, her breath stuttering as she remembered an

otherworldly presence slithering out of the darkness, then squared her shoulders and
stepped through.

There was nothing.No shiver down her spine, no anger pushing against her mind.
Just

Aoi, all alone in a tiny, slightly run-down shrine. She sat down on the bench and pulled

the chocolates out of her purse, then unwrapped one and popped it in her mouth. She ate

it

slowly, savoring the richness against her tongue as a gentle breeze ruffled her hair.

"I don't know what to do now,"
sweetness.

she said once she'd swallowed the last traces

"I knew I would marry Hikaru

even before

of

I graduated university. And now

he's gone and there's just me." Tears spilled down her cheeks, and once they started, she

couldn't stop. She bent down and cried, her sobs wracking her body until her stomach
ached and her muscles hurt from how tense they were.

V/hen the storm passed, she felt calmer than she had since the day she'd first

found out about Hikaru's affair. She sighed and wiped her cheeks. "I might not stay in

Kyoto," she said. "My cousin lives in Yokohama and works for
She said she could recommend me for

a

a

publishing company.

job. Just an entry-level one, but it might be better

than what I'm doing now. And it would be someplace new." Saying the words aloud
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eased something in her chest. "There are places to take drawing classes there, too.

I think

I'd like to create art again."
Nothing answered her, not even the faint chiming of the honden's bell. Aoi got to
her feet and took one last look around. It was just as Yugao had said-the shrine was just
a shrine, melancholy and a

bit lonely, mostly forgotten by the city around it.

'oGoodbye," said Aoi. She approached the honden, clapped twice, and bowed her
head in the familiar ritual of prayer.ool hope I never see you again. Or that I never needto
see

you again. But thank you for helping me. I hope you find peace." She set one of the

chocolates before the honden, bowed one last time, then left the shrine. As she walked
away, she thought she heard the faint chime of a bell drifting on the breeze. But surely

that was only an illusion.
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Hoshiko

Noriko did not choose the cat. The cat chose Noriko.
They met in late November, after the crimson maple leaves had fallen from the
trees but the excitement of the New Year festivities seemed impossibly far away. Noriko

was still new to Tokyo, and she wasn't sure if she liked it. She'd always wanted to live
there, of course

-

almost everyone in her graduating class shared the same goal

escaping the inakq in favor of the bright lights of the capital

-but

of

now that she had

achieved it, dissatisfaction gnawed at her stomach like an ulcer. Truth was, the novelty

inevitably gave way to familiarity gave way to tedium, and after the initial thrill of living
in a new place faded, Noriko was left with the reality of a dull job, a long commute, and
an apartment that was barely larger than her old bedroom.
That night, the night she met the cat, she was particularly worn down. It had been

raining for the past two days, and she felt the beginning of a cold in the scratchiness at
the back of her throat. Her nose itched constantly with the need to sneeze, her legs ached,
and her back hurt.

All

she wanted was to get home as

quickly

as possible, to take a bath

and spend the evening watching a television drama.
She managed to claim the last available seat on the train car, sinking down onto

the padded bench and setting her Louis Vuitton handbag on her lap (fake, but good
enough to fool anyone who didn't look too closely). The silver-haired grandmothers and
grandfathers sent disapproving glances her way, but she pretended not to see them. What

did she care if they looked at her and saw an able-bodied young woman who should yield
her seat to someone else? They didn't know that she'd worked six twelve-hour days in a
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row, all of them in high heels that didn't fit quite right and left blisters on her feet, and
that she hadn't slept more than five hours a night in that same stretch of time. She
deserved to spend the hour-long trip from Marunouchi to her home station in relative

comfort just as much as anyone else.

It wasn't long before she fell into a doze. The chime of the doors as they opened
and closed, the conductor's static-filled voice as he announced each upcoming station,
and the occasional muffled cough all blended together into a sort of lullaby. Her body

rocked gently back and forth with the motion of the train as it rattled over the tracks, and
her head tipped toward her chest.

When the name of her station crackled over the intercom, Noriko's eyes flew
open and she sprang to her feet.

A crowd of tightly packed bodies stood between her and

the open doors: it was a struggle to push her way through them without stepping on
someone's foot. She squeezed onto the platform just before the doors slid shut and the

train rattled on to the next station, leaving a rush of air and the screech of metal on metal
in its wake.
The crowd of commuters dissipated just outside of the station, and before long

Noriko was all alone as she made her way back to her apartment building. The rain had
faded to a gentle mist, turning the streetlights into hazy golden moons and giving the

normally mundane streets a dreamlike air. The neighborhood was blanketed in a deep
hush, and even though it was only one hour distant from the chaos of central Tokyo,

could almost be back in the inaka.

"Mrrrrow."
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it

The cry drifted out of the darkness to her left. It was so soft that she wasn't sure
she'd heard anything at all, but then it came again,louder and more insistent.
"

Mrrrrooooooow. "

Noriko stopped and looked around. The glow of the streetlights revealed a small
Shinto shrine tucked in between a sad patch of grass that could barely be called a park
and a nondescript brick building. She must have walked past it dozens of times, but she'd

never really noticed

it-

it was nothing more than one of the thousands of tiny

neighborhood shrines scattered across Tokyo, consisting of a single

torii

gate barely

tall

enough for her to pass beneath and a honden only somewhat larger than a toaster oven.

Still, the way the soft, mist-filtered glow of the street lights made the torii's vermilion
paint shine against the darkness was compelling, as if it truly were the gateway to a
different plane of existence.
Something pale crept out of the darkness at the torii's base. A chill ran down

Noriko's spine-was it the kami itself, stepping out of its sanctuary? But no, it was only
cat,

fluf$

and small, its fur the color of snow.

It

sat back on its hind legs and stared at

her, then opened its mouth wide in a yawn.

"Mrrow."
"Well, aren't you cute?" Noriko crossed the street and approached the shrine,
walking slowly so she wouldn't startle the cat. "You look like acatthaf lived in the
neighborhood where I grew up. She was so sweet. She used to let me pet her when I was
on my way to school..."
She crouched and offered her hand. The cat stood up, arched its back, and took a

tentative step toward her. It sniffed cautiously at her fingers, rough tongue flicking out to
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taste her skin, then pressecl its entire heacl against her palm in a blatant clemancl for
scratches.

Noriko laughed and obliged, rubbing the soft fur behind its ears and the lone
patch of black fur beneath its chin. It mewed in delight and rubbed against her knees,

puning so loudly she felt the vibration in her fingers. She smiled and lavished attention
on it, stroking its supple body and cooing softly until her knees started to ache.

"Sorr),"

she said, and rubbed its head in farewell before getting to her feet.

"I

have to go."

"Mew," said the cat, gazing up at her forlornly as it rubbed against her ankles.
Noriko sighed and nudged it away. "I'm sure I'll
said.

"I walk

see

you again sometime," she

past here every day, you know. Mata ne." She waved to

it and

set

off down

the street, her heels clicking against the wet pavement.

A block away from her building, her stomach growled loudly, reminding her that
the only food in her apartment consisted of half a bag of uncooked rice, a bottle of barley
tea, and a few packets ofcookies. She ducked into the convenience store at the corner and
grabbed a few onigiri and a can of chuhai, the sweet, fruit-flavored sake all her friends
had started drinking in university; contemplated the meat croquettes for a second, then
settled for a package of sushi. Good enough for dinner. She paid and stepped back

outside, not even bothering to unfurl her umbrella as she hurried toward her apartment

building.
When she was only a few steps away from the entrance, she stopped short. Sitting
on the pavement, as if it were waiting for her, was the cat.
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"And how did you get here so fast?" Noriko's heart skipped. She remembered
how it had first appeared, like a spirit materializing from the darkness. 'oOr are you a

different cat?" Maybe that was it-plenty of cats looked alike, especially in the dark.
The cat chirped and trotted toward her, its tail waving languidly back and forth.

Noriko slowly extended her hand. The cat butted against it, eager for pets, and Noriko
saw the familiar patch of black fur under its chin. "So,

it

l,s

you," she murmured. "Do you

have wings hidden under your fur, or something?"

The cat purred loudly and rubbed its face against her fingers. Noriko couldn't stop
herself from smiling.

"I still can't take you with me,"

she said, and pulled her hand away. "The landlord

doesn't allow pets." She straightened and slid her entrance key into the lock, hesitated,
and glanced down at the cat.

It stared back at her, small and pitiful, droplets of rain

clinging to its fur. Its mouth opened in what was possibly the most heart-wrenchingly
mew Noriko had ever heard: a plaintive cry for warmth, companionship,þod; a harbor

from the ravages of a cruel, unsympathetic world.
And Noriko, who had no one in a city of nearly ten million people she could truly
call a friend, couldn't resist.

"Oh, fine," she said. She scooped the cat into her arrns, shifting her bags to make
room. The cat squirmed and let out a few more meows, but it didn't try to escape.

"You're too nice to be a stray," murmured Noriko

as she pushed the door open and made

her way to the elevator. "Is someone missing you? Or are you just used to everyone

petting you when they stop at the shrine?"
The cat blinked up at her and said nothing.
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She

didn't

see anyone else as she made her way to the

fifth floor and walked

down the hall to her apartment. The cat leaned forward as she unlocked the door and
stepped inside, then wriggled out of her grasp and darted through the tiny kitchenette into

the main room, where it immediately began running in circles and meowing at the top of
its lungs.

"No need to get so excited," said Noriko. She slipped her shoes off and hung her
wet coat up in the tiny hall closet, then grabbed a plate out of the dish cupboard and

followed the cat. "There's not really a lot to see."
That was true. Her apartment was a single tatami room, whose small balcony was

just big enough to hold

a rack

for drying clothes. The furniture consisted of a low table

surrounded by a few cushions for kneeling on, a bookshelf she'd assembled incorrectly
that was in constant danger of collapsing, and her futon, folded away in the comer. She'd

tried to add a few personal touches, like the prints of Monet's waterlilies on the wall and
the delicate blue and white porcelain tea set that occupied the middle of the table, but for
the most part, the apartment was a slightly more comfortable version of a room in a
capsule hotel.

The cat was sitting on the table, its tail curled comfortably around the base of the
teapot. Its eyes focused on the convenience store bag dangling from her hand, and a

bright pink tongue darted out of its mouth to lick its jowls.

"Don't worry, some of this is for you." Noriko knelt in front of the table and
pulled the containers of food out of the bag. "Do you like salmon?"

"Meow."
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"I

suppose

we'll find out." Noriko

opened the package of sushi and dissected a

few pieces, pulling the salmon away from the rice. She set the fish on the plate and
shoved it toward the cat. "Here you go."

The cat bent its head toward the fish and sniffed cautiously, then flicked its
tongue out for a taste. Satisfied that the offering was worthy, it went in for the kill,
tearing into the pale orange flesh with its sharp teeth and devouring the entire piece in a
matter of seconds. It licked its whiskers and set upon the next piece with equal voracity.

"'Well," said Noriko, cracking open her can of chuhai, "I guess you like it."
The cat ate faster than Noriko did, and it ended up migrating to her lap while she

finished her own dinner. She stroked it absentmindedly, rubbing the soft fur at the base of
its ears as she told it about her day: the salaryman on the morning commute who spent
the entire time leering at her; how she'd stumbled while getting off the escalator at

Shinjuku station and no one has asked if she was all right, only glared at her audacity to
impede the flow of traffic; that she'd had to stay late copyediting a pile of memos
because Megumi begged

off work to go on a date with Takeshi,

and

Noriko couldn't

refuse because Takeshi was the boss's son.

"Tomorrow she'll talk non-stop about where they went and what they ate," she
said. "someplace expensive, I bet. Last week she was wearing a new Hermès bracelet

around the office. Oh, she never said anything about it, not directly, but she made sure we

all noticed."
The cat kneaded her thighs, purring steadily, and Noriko drained the last of her

chuhai. She wished she'd gotten another can.
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"Most of the office girls are like Megumi," she went on. "They just want to fincl
rich boyfriends and spend their money. That's their real job: finding boyfriends. And they
take it so seriously! Even the girls who you'd think know better are always going to
salons to get their hair and nails done.

It's

a waste

of money." She looked at her own

ragged cuticles, the cheap nail polish that was already starting to chip.

"A

waste

of

money," she repeated.
The cat nuzzled at her fingertips, clearly unperturbed by their less than perfect
appearance. Noriko smiled.

"You're

o'Too
a good listener," she said.
bad

I can't keep you. But you have to go

in the morning, and speaking of morning, it's time for me to go to bed." She gathered the
cat into her arms and got carefully to her feet.

"I'm putting you in the bathroom for

the

night, okay? I can't let you make a mess on the tatami."
The cat didn't take kindly to exile. Its muffled howls of indignation echoed
through the apartment as she rolled out her futon, and it continued to wail even after she
crawled under the comforter. Noriko winced with every indignant yowl. The walls in this

building were thin enough that she could usually hear the neighbors' televisions, and the
cat's howling seemed louder than a siren.

But no one came pounding on her door, the cat grew quiet, and Noriko drifted
to sleep. And if at some point in the night, delicate whiskers tickled her cheeks and a
rough tongue dragged across her skin, it had to be nothing more than a dream.

###
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The next morning, she carried the cat outside (nestled somewhat awkwardly
underneath her coat in case she saw any of her neighbors), set

it on the sidewalk, and said

goodbye.

"lt

was nice spending time with you." She ran her fingers down the length of its

tail. "Maybe

I'll see you again soon?"

The cat butted its head against her hand, and Noriko's chest ached. It had been
nice to spend the evening with company, even if that company couldn't talk. It could

purr, at least, and that was almost as good as conversation. But she couldn't keep it.
"See you," she said, and hurried toward the train station.

When she came back twelve hours later, the thought of walking into an empty
apartment lying across her shoulders like a yoke, the cat was right where she'd left it. She
stared it, astonished, then laughed and picked

it up.

"'Wers you waiting for me?" The cat mewed and licked her chin. "Well...all right.
One more night won't hurt."
One more night turned into two more nights, turned into three. Noriko bought

food and water dishes, a litter box, toy mice stuffed with catnip. A week after their initial
encounter, she gave in to the inevitable: the cat was no longer exiled to the bathroom at

night, and she gave

female-a

it-her;

a quick glance under the

tail had revealed the cat as a

name.

"I'll

call you Hoshiko," she murmured as she curled up under the comforter with

the cat nestled in the bend of her knees. "My little star. Because when we met, you came
out of the darkness to keep me company."

Hoshiko purred in approval.
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She tolcl Hoshiko everything: about her co-workers' pettiness

("Mai said my

lipstick clashed with my blush and that she'd be so happy to go makeup shopping with

*.");

the fact that no one at work appreciated her ("I have a degree in communications,

you know, and all they want me to do is make tea and answer the phone"); how
disappointing Tokyo was ("big and loud, but at least it has 24-hour stores"). Night after

night, she sat in her tiny apartment, sipping beer or chuhai as all of her frustration poured
out of her. And Hoshiko sat and listened, luminous gold-green eyes fixed on Noriko as
her tail swished back and forth, back and forth.

###
About a week before Christmas, Megumi showed up to work with an enormous
ring sparkling on her finger.

It caused an immediate sensation. Megumi

sat on her office chair

like a queen on

her throne as the ofhce girls all crowded around her, grabbing her hand and exclaiming

over how exquisite the cut of the diamond was, how much it sparkled, how lucky

Megumi was to have a fiancé who could buy her a ring like that. And all the while,
Megumi blushed demurely and pretended like she wasn't enjoying the attention.

"I was getting worried, you know,"
wringing her hands.

"l

she said, biting her

lip and (carefully)

started to think he would never propose, and that

I'd

end up a

Christmas Cake!"
Oh, no, never, murmured the girls in tandem, reassuring Megumi that she was far
too pretty and smart for any sensible man to pass by, and Takeshi was definitely sensible.
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Noriko turned back to her computer and rolled her eyes. "Layitg it on a bit thick,"
she muttered under her breath as she pulled up the expense report she was supposed to be

working on.

"Isn't

she, though?"

Noriko's cheeks turned pink, and she glanced to the side. Rika Kanazawa grinned
back at her, tilted her head a fraction back at Megumi, and gazed up at the ceiling: such a
drama queen.

Noriko's lips quirked up in response. Out of all her coworkers, Rika was the most

likable-she had

a degree

in Art History from Vy'aseda University and had studied abroad

in London, and she possessed the kind of cool sophistication Noriko could only wish for.
"We all need to go out to Ginzato celebrate!" Megumi's voice cut through the
buzz of congratulatory chatter. "You, too, Noriko-chan! Don't pretend you're too good

for us."

If Noriko's laughter sounded artificial, no one commented on it. "I'm not
glamorous enough for Ginza."

"Oh, come on," said Megumi.

"l'll

"It'll

be fun."

treat you," murmured Rika, low enough that only Noriko could hear her.

"Don't worry about it."
Noriko shook her head. She could already picture how the evening would unfold:
trailing from one exclusive club to the next, everyone else blending in while country-girl
Noriko hovered on the sidelines. "It's fine," she said. "It takes an hour to get home, and I
really don't want to miss the last train."
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"You live out near Oku Station, right? I'm in Akabane. We could always split

a

cab on the way back."

Noriko hesitated. The only thing waiting for her back at home was dinner from
the convenience store and a can of sickly-sweet chuhai, and she hadn't had a night out

with girls her own age since moving to Tokyo. So what if Megumi and her group were
vapid and irritating? Maybe it wouldn't be so bad, at least for a few hours.

Mai's gaze slid over to Noriko. She leaned forward to whisper something in
Megumi's ear. Megumi laughed, and Noriko's cheeks grew wann. It was no use
pretending that anything good would come from going with them. Better to go home, to
Hoshiko.

"I should get going,"

she said, and began gathering her things. "Congratulations,

Megumi."
"Oh, Noriko-chan, always so averse to having fun." Megumi sighed and flipped
her hair over her shoulder. "That's all right.

"I'll

see

We'll have

a

drink in your honor."

you on Monday, all right?" Rika smiled tentatively at Noriko, and Noriko

managed a half-hearted smile in return before leaving the office and its gaggle

of

secretaries behind.

Her apartment was chilly when she arrived. Hoshiko had retreated to the pile

of

blankets stacked on top ofthe futon, but as soon as she turned on the kerosene space
heater, the cat emerged from its fortress and coiled around her legs.

"All right, all right.
"I'd

be lost

Is this better?" Noriko reached down to stroke the cat's ears.

I didn't have you, you know? You're much better than those girls from the

office. Remember Megumi, that girl I told you about? She's getting married." She walked
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over to the balcony door and opened it just enough to let the fumes from the heater
escape. "So, they're

all going out tonight to celebrate. They'll probably end up at a host

club. They asked me to go with, but you know I'd rather be here with

you-hey!"

Hoshiko darted past her ankles, squeezed through the narrow opening, and
hopped onto the balcony railing. Noriko gasped and wrenched the door open far enough

to slip out, but she was too late: the cat had already leaped down and vanished from sight.

"Hoshiko!" Noriko leaned over the railing and peered down into the gloom, but
there was no tell-tale gleam of white fur. Nausea roiling in her stomach, she raced back
through the apartment, down the elevator, out the door and around the side of the

building, aiming the beam of her phone's flashlight everywhere: the bushes, the trash
bins, the bicycle rack. "Hoshiko!" she called again, walking slowly around the building's
perimeter. "Hoshiko?"

But there was no sign of her cat.
She

finally stopped in front of the entrance, shivering in the cold, and looked back

at the street.

It seemed especially dreary tonight, with the darkened windows peering out

of the concrete facades like empty eye sockets and the orange streetlights casting a sickly

pall over the entire scene. The thought of going back up to her apartment and not having
Hoshiko there to greet her brought a rush of hot tears to her eyes.
But Hoshiko will come back, she told herself. Stray cats who get a taste of regular
meals and a roof over their heads always come back. They don't want to stay outside in

the cold and wet. You have just have to wait.
Back in her apartment, she watched one television drama after another while she
listened for the sound of Hoshiko climbing back onto the balcony. She stayed up until her
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eyes burned and her

jaw ached from yawning, but midnight came and went, and the cat

was still gone. She finally tumed the kerosene heater

off and went to slide the balcony

door shut, hesitating for a moment as she peered out into the darkness.

"Hoshiko?" she whispered, one last time, but there was no answer. She sighed,
closed the door with a snick, and crawled into her futon.
Sleep was elusive. She felt

off balance without Hoshiko's warm little body curled

up behind her knees, and no matter how much she tossed and turned, she couldn't seem

to get comfortable. When she eventually drifted off, it was more of a half-sleep than
anything

else-

she swore she could hear every stray leaf blowing across her balcony, the

muffled sound of her insomniac neighbor's television, the distant sound of a car door
slamming shut. At one point she thought she opened her eyes and saw Hoshiko crouched
ovet her, eyes glowing like green lanterns in the gloom of her apartment. But then she
was back in her hometown tossing mochi cakes up into the sky, so it must have a dream.

When her alarm went off at a little past six, she rolled over onto her side with a
groan, wanting nothing more than to curl up in a ball under the comforter. Her eyes

fluttered open and she gasped in astonishment. Hoshiko was sitting next to the futon,
nonchalantly licking her paw as if she hadn't run away the night before.

"Hoshiko!" Relief rushed through her, t'ollowed almost immediately by unease.
She'd closed the door last night; she was sure of it. She glanced at the balcony, and yes,
the door was still latched. There was no way a cat could have come creeping back inside.

"Hoshiko?" She shivered in the morning chill and extended her hand cautiously.
"How did you get in?"
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The cat butted her head against Noriko's hand with a soft zew. Noriko stroked
her ears reflexively. "Maybe I was sleepwalking," she murmured. "That must be it."

Hoshiko rolled onto her side, urging Noriko to pet her soft flanks. Noriko obliged,
but for the first time, the sensation of Hoshiko's rumbling purr didn't bring her any

comfort. It made her think of the tremors before an earthquake hit, an omen of
cataclysmic change.

###
On Monday morning, Rika stopped at Noriko's workstation holding two paper
coffee cups. "Here," she said, setting one of them down in front of Noriko. "You said you

like the cinnamon lattes from that coffee shop across from the station, right? I always like
to start the week with something sweet."
'oThanks." Noriko took a sip to conceal her frown. She did like the coffee there,
even

if it was too expensive to be more than

an occasional treat, but she didn't remember

ever telling Rika that.

"No problem." Rika leaned against Noriko's desk and took a sip from her own
cup. "Oh wow, you were right. This really is good. Anyway, I'm glad you changed your

mind about Friday. It was fun, wasn't it?" She leaned in close and lowered her voice.
o'Even

if Megumi was a bit much."
Noriko lowered her cup and stared at her. "Friday?"
Rika raised her eyebrows. "Come on, you can't have forgotten. You didn't drink

that much."
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Noriko shook her head, confusion churning in her gut. She'd spent Friday night at
home, watching television dramas by herself while she worried about her cat, and the rest

of her weekend had been just as unexciting. "I don't..."
"Here." Rika pulled her phone out, scrolled through her photos, then held it out
toward Noriko. "See?"

Noriko stared at the picture. It was a group shot with all of the office girls
beaming into the camera and flashing peace signs. Rika was there, and Mai, Megumi and

HitomiAnd in the front, Noriko, smiling wide as she pressed close to the others.
Her vision grew dim at the edges, and the world tilted and swayed like she was on
a

rickety amusement park ride. If she hadn't already been sitting down, she was sure her

knees would've given out.

That couldn't be her. The girl in the picture might have her haircut, the mole at
the edge of her lip, the slightly crooked teeth-but it couldn't be her. She'd been at home
that night, home by herself. She would remember

if she'd changed

her mind and decided

to go all the way back to Ginza, wouldn't she.
Wouldn't she?

"I

have more," said Rika, and Noriko was in all of them: raising some sort

of

fancy cocktail in a toast, posing next to a cartoon mascot, giggling with Hitomi in front

of

the sign for a host club. Something about the last picture sent a shiver of unease run down

Noriko's spine
She reached for Rika's phone. "Sorry', can

I...?"

It was the eyes, she realized after she'd spent
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a moment studying the

picture. At

first glance, their unnatural glow looked like it might be from the camera flash, but that
wasn't quite right. The eyes of the Noriko in the picture had an eerie green luminosity
that she'd never seen in any photo, no matter how tenible. It looked like...like...
Hoshiko.

Noriko gasped, and the phone nearly fell from her limp fingers. Rika grabbed it
back, startled.

"Noriko!" Rika leaned forward, peering into Noriko's

eyes.

"Ate you all right?"

"No, I...I think I'm sick. I'm sorry. Please give my apologies to the boss." She
stood up, grabbed her coat and bag, and ran out

ofthe office, not caring what her

coworkers would think.
She was scarcely aware of the

trip home. The world bluned at the edges, like she

was looking it from behind a sheet of water-streaked glass. Her body might have been an
automaton's as it boarded the train and took a seat. Even though the car was crowded, the
other passengers left a space around her. It was almost as if they could sense something
unnatural leaking out of her pores, and instinctively knew to stay away.
The door to her apartment had never seemed particularly ominous before, yet

Noriko stood there for nearly
courage to open it.

a

full minute with her hand on the knob, mustering the

At last she took a deep breath, pushed it open, and stepped inside.

Hoshiko was waiting for her, eyes gleaming, tail swishing back and forth, back
and forth. Noriko stared back at it, the creature she'd trusted with everything, and felt
tears of betrayal stinging her eyes.

"What are you?" she demanded. "I took you in, I fed you, I told you everything
about me! Now what are you?"
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Hoshiko bared its teeth in a feline smile and licked its chops.
For a moment, they were at a stalemate. Then Noriko lunged toward the cat, arms
outstretched to grab it. But Hoshiko was quick. The cat leapt away, onto the table and
then the rickety bookshelf, sending magazines and the Sailor Moon figurines Noriko had

kept since high school tumbling onto the tatami with a series of dull thuds. Noriko ran
after it, crushing Sailor Neptune's head beneath her foot, but the cat was already on the
other side of the room, dancing over the top of the television.

Noriko chased the cat until she was too dizzy to go on. She slumped over, hands
on her knees as she tried to catch her breath, and looked around at the damage. The

television was on its side, alarge crack running down the screen. The bookshelf was a
heap of particleboard pieces. Broken dishes were scattered across the counters and the

kitchenette floor. A few stray feathers drifted across the tatami, the result of Hoshiko's
sharp claws tearing her down comforter. And in the middle of

it all was the cat itselt

calmly cleaning its whiskers without acare in the world.

Noriko straightened slowly, never taking her eyes off Hoshiko. The cat lifted its
paw and began licking the tufts of fur between each toe, eyes half-lidded as it focused on
its task. If she was careful, she could catch it now, while its guard was down. She crept

forward, eyes fixated on her prey. Hoshiko continued to ignore her. She drew closer and
closer, scarcely daring to breathe, until the cat was finally within arm's reach. Noriko
paused, gathering her nerves, then sprang forward. As her fingers brushed against the soft

fur, and Noriko cried out in triumph.
Yet as soon as she touched the cat, Hoshiko began to change. Its limbs lengthened
and grew thicker, bursting out of the white fur in a gush of pinkish
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fluid and the sound of

skin tearing like paper. Bones shifted into a new configuration with a series of pops, and
dark hair burst out of the swelling scalp. The air grew thick with the metallic scent

of

fresh blood, and Noriko struggled not to vomit.

At last, a near-perfect copy of Noriko stood in the middle of the room. It stared at
human-Noriko with the intensity of a cat stalking a mouse, pupils dilated and teeth bared
in anticipation of the hunt. As its legs tensed to pounce, Noriko's body remembered how
to move. She darted toward the door, driven by the primal need to escape, but her foot
came down on one of the stray magazines. Her leg shot out from beneath her and she
crashed onto her back, the side of her head slamming into the table with a sharp crack.

Pain blossomed through her skull, and her vision exploded into stars. When the

world righted itself, Hoshiko-Noriko loomed above her, a smile dancing across its
human-shaped lips. Noriko moaned and tried to crawl away, but she barely had the
chance to move before the bakeneko was on her, its needle-sharp claws digging into her

shoulder and pinning her in place. Noriko screamed and thrashed, but the claws just went
deeper, tearing through her skin and into the muscle. Hoshiko-Noriko leaned down and
pressed its nose against the nape of Noriko's neck, and when its tongue flicked over her

skin, Noriko was sure it could taste fear.

"Hoshiko," she said, and her voice was thick with tears. "Hoshiko,

I..."

She never had the chance to finish. Those needle-sharp teeth tore into the soft skin

of her throat, stealing her voice and sending spurts of bright red blood gushing onto the
tatami. Noriko's mouth gaped like a fish being cut open for ikizuri, and her limbs grew
heavy as she struggled for air. The last thing she saw was the cat leaning forward to lick
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the blood off the floor, the tips of its dark hair falling into the gore as its tongue lapped up

Noriko's life.

###
The next morning, Rika looked up from her desk as Noriko walked in. There was
a

healtþ glow to her cheeks, she'd experimented with new

eye makeup, and there was a

confidence in the way she walked that had been lacking before.

"Feeling better?" asked Rika.

Noriko glance over at her and smiled. "Much better," she said. She dropped into
her offrce chair and spun it in a slow circle. "You know, I think this is the start of a brand
new me.t'
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